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THEY TOLD ME it would be okay, so I went ahead and did it. 
But of course it got messed up. No way it wasn’t going to get 
messed up—or lost completely. My self-respect. 

Now I want it back. 

That’s what I want to tell him, but I know it won't help. Sano 
isn't about to give it back to me, and self-respect isn’t something a 
person can give you back anyway. You've got to get it back yourself. 
It was a bad idea in the first place to do it with somebody I don't 
really like. For one thing, he didn’t say he liked mze—he wasn't even 
really a friend. We go to the same school, but we don’t hang out 
with the same people, aren't in any classes or clubs together. So 
why did I do it with him? 

Because I was drunk. That’s what I'd like to say, but that wasn't 
really the reason. And it wasn’t what you'd call an “ethical lapse” 
or anything fancy like that either. The truth is...1 did it because 


I was curious. 


ASURA GIRL 


The size of Akihiko Sano’s penis was the punch line for a Jo, 
of jokes around school. Everybody said it was microscopic, and ] 
guess part of me wanted to see if the rumors were true, just for the 
hell of it. Or maybe it was because I'd heard he knew some speciaj 
“technique,” something he did with his fingers to make up fo, 
his micro-dick, But the truth is I don't care about “technique.” If 
I don't like a guy at least a little, I just can’t get into it...But then 
again I did get wet with him, which I suppose had something to 
do with what he was doing, so I guess you could say the rumors 
were true—on both counts. 

So there I was, letting Akihiko Sano do all this weird stuff to 
me...and somehow getting off on it. 


Gross! 
It makes me feel sick when I think about him, butt naked, 


scrambling around and pawing at me and muttering all that 
idiotic crap. “You like that?” “You like it there?” “How bout that?” 
“Say something!” “Tell me when you want me to stick it in. I’m 
ready!” “You're dripping. Listen! Hear that?” 

No, I don’t! Cut it out! I’m not saying a thing. I don’t want you 
to “stick it in’-—ever! No shank you! I’m not getting on top of 
you, I’m not sucking it, and the fact that I’m wet down there has 
nothing to do with you. You could get that sound out of an ear ora 
nostril or any other hole if you mashed it around that much! 

Maybe because his dick was so small, it got annoyingly, weirdly 
hard. Creepy hard, and bent out of shape or something. And it 
was inside me! 

Eww! 

He was trying to do what he'd seen in porn videos. All that 
spinning around and yanking my arms and legs—it made me queasy. 

And then he tried to come on my face! 

Asshole asshole asshole asshole! With his filthy little disgusting 
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prick. Asshole asshole asshole mega asshole! 

You don’t come on a classmate’s face! 

He nearly got me. I was pretty much zoned out, just hoping he 
was almost done, but luckily, when he started grunting I realized 
what kind of nasty trick he had in mind, In the nick of time. If 
[ hadn't, he would have shot his filthy load all over my face— 
and my self-respect would have sunk down into some cold, dark, 
lonely hole where no one could ever find it again. It would have 
just faded away, been shredded to tiny bits. 

But luckily my self-respect wasn't about to give in that easily, 
not in the face of Akihiko Sano’s cum. Fortunately, I have great 
reflexes and I managed to twist out of the way at the last second, 
so his semen landed only on my arm. 

Shit! What do I mean “only”? That junk on my precious left 
arm! From now on, when my mom calls me for dinner, I'd like to 
pop off that arm like a mannequin or Barbie Doll, hide it under 
my bed, and show up at the table with just my right. My arm has 
been polluted by that pervert. I need my arm for kendo and tennis! 

Having managed to avoid the face shot, I wiped my arm with 
the sheet and looked around the room. There wasn’t much chance 
of finding a bamboo sword or tennis racket in a love hotel, or 
anything else I could use as a weapon, so I did the only thing 
I could. I screamed at him. “What the 4e// do you think you're 
doing? You asshole!” And then, since he just sat there grinning, still 
holding his prick, I kicked him in the face. 

He groaned and fell back off the bed. I had nothing more to say 
to him. Some black guy, like LL, Cool J, was suddenly talking in 
my head, speaking English no less. “Okay all right, girl. So get the 
fuck out of here! Now!” he said, and he kind of clapped his hands 
or something. So I threw on my panties and bra and T-shirt and 
pulled on my skirt. Sano was sprawled on the floor, rubbing his 
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face. “Ouch!” he giggled. “Wow! Is my nose bleeding?” I ignored 
him, grabbed my bag, opened the door, and was out of there, 

But then it hit me. Shit. Money. For the room. 

I could just leave the whole bill for him to pay. But I knew that 
was no good. | didn't want him coming after me for my half. pulled 
three one thousand yen notes from my wallet, opened the door, and 
tossed them in. They fluttered to the floor near Sano’s shoes. 

“What?” he sputtered. “Hey, wait! Where are you going? Aiko! 
You can’t do this!” But I could. I turned my back on his bare-assed 
self, his dinky prick, the whole disgusting scene, and closed the 
door. The last thing I saw was my three thousand yen, scattered 
there next to him like a cruel sacrifice. Then I ran. From his gross 
face shot. From his overrated “technique.” From this stupid mess. 
From my stupid self. 

Though the last was the hardest. No matter how much I tried. 


Other girls must have done it with Sano before me, but when 
I started to consider what they could have liked about all that 
pawing and grunting, I realized I'd been had. The whole thing was 
a scam—a trap meant to end with the face shot that the others 
maybe hadn't managed to avoid. 

T imagined how shocked they'd been. Which was probably why 
they'd never said a word about it, just told me he was good and I 
should give him a try if I had the chance. And I‘d fallen for it like 
a complete idiot—Complete Idiot Number...? 

So, then, will I shut up about the face shot too? And tell some 
other girl he’s good, that she should give him a try if she has the 
chance? That his dick’s really small but his technique’s fantastic? 
No, I will not. It might be fun to imagine somebody annoying like 
Reiko or Shoko getting it in the face, but I’d never tell them they 
should do it with Sano. My self-respect may have taken a beatings 
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but it wasn't that far gone. 

Truth is I don’t want anybody to know I did it with him. I'd 
rather forget it ever happened. Or better yet, if I could, I’d rather 
make it so it really hadn't ever happened. 

But that fucker is going to talk tomorrow at school. So I 
guess I have to fight back, make him look like the idiot he is, tell 
everybody he tried to come on my face but I managed to dodge 
and give him a good kick for his trouble. 

Or maybe I won't. Maybe I'll just let him make a fool of 
himself—anyway, no matter what I do the guys are going to 
imagine me starring in a face shot like the ones in their videos. I 
cant stand thinking about it. Can't stand them thinking about it. 
Sano naked, fucking with me. Back door, me on top. Shit. 

Maybe Ill skip school tomorrow. 

But then they’ll think I have something to hide, and it’ll only 
be worse. No, I’ll go. I don't like running away from trouble... 
at least that’s what I tell myself. But isn’t that exactly what I was 
doing? Running away? Running. Running. That’s how I ended 
up at a hotel having meaningless sex with Sano in the first place. 

The real idiot...is me. 

The world is full of losers, and lots of them probably end up 
sleeping with someone they don't like. And some of them probably 
get cum on their faces. My brother said more people rent adult 
movies than any other kind, so there are plenty of guys like Sano 
who learned everything they know about sex from porn; and if all 
of them are trying to come on some poor girl's face, there must be 
lots of victims out there. All those assholes trying to shoot their 
nasty jiz—pyu, pyu, pyu—right on your face. Totally tragic. 

Of course, I came within inches of totally tragic myself. And 
in the end, what’s the difference? No matter how much I pity 
myself, it doesn’t do me any good. I made my bed, so to speak, and 
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T have to lie in it. Having other people pity me isn't going to save 
me, either. There’s really no one out there who’ be interested in 
saving me anyway. 

So I have to do it myself. 

But how? 

First step: stop pitying myself. 

When my brother isn’t spouting statistics on porn rentals, he’s 
been known to say that self-pity is a total drag—you sit around 
feeling sorry for yourself and never get anywhere. “I can’t stand 
narcissists, like Miki Imai,” he says. “They go around saying how 
much they love themselves, but in the end they're only talking 
to themselves. Anybody who talks about himself all the time is a 
douchebag in my book.” Of course, he’s never even met Miki Imai, 
much less talked to her. But that’s what he says. Anyway. 

So I’ve decided to stop talking about myself so much. 

Okay. So what to do instead? 

First off, how about getting cleaned up? Get rid of this gross 
Sano filth. A bath! It’s only fifteen minutes from Shinjuku to 
Chofu on the express, but it never seemed so long. 


I finally made it home and took a shower. But somehow I still 
didn’t feel clean, so I ran a hot bath and got in for a soak. As soonas! 
did, I remembered the bubble-bath ball I bought at the Body Shop, 
so I climbed out, wrapped myself up in a towel, and went upstairs 
to get it from my room. When I got back, I tossed it in the tub— 
and just about gagged on the stink: lavender. Usually, I can't stand 
bubble baths or lavender, but when I get depressed, there’s nothing 
like something a little exotic...at least that’s what I've decided 
lately as part of my “self-therapy.” Pretend a bit. It seems to work. 
Today I’m Kerstin, one of my very favorite people. I’m a Swedish 
exchange student who has come to America for high school, and 


OTARO MAIO 


sometimes I get letters from my brother, Olle, who lives back in 
Sweden, out in the countryside. He asks me what it’s like “there” 
(by which he means Boston) or tells me that “here” (a village called 
Hadetbra—that means “Farewell” in Swedish) he’s busy with his 
sheep; that he’s going to buy a ticket sometime soon and pay mea 
visit “there” so we can go see the crocodiles at the zoo. He’s never 
seen a crocodile before...or so his letter says. Kerstin has come all 
the way from Sweden to live in America, but she’s not the least bit 
scared or homesick. She has no hang-ups—the kind of girl who 
takes life in stride. Whether she’s in tiny Hadetbra or big, bustling 
Boston, she keeps her perspective. She just gets it. She knows who 
she is and never gets bent out of shape. She might seem a little 
standoffish at first—but that’s just because she’s so awesomely cool, 
calm, and collected. She makes friends with all kinds of people, and 
she has lots of them—friends, that is, boys and girls. She seems so 
together that these friends naturally come to her for advice about 
their love lives. Of course, Kerstin sometimes admits to herself that 
she has worries in that department like anyone else; but she knows 
she'll have to solve them herself, and she still gives the most perfect 
advice to her friends. Giving advice is simple enough. 

Kerstin has some simple advice for Aiko Katsura in Tokyo as 
well: Aiko, sweetheart, sleeping with people you don't like just 
makes you lonelier. Fake warmth from a body that means nothing 
only makes you colder. Fake “relations’—fake fucking!—leaves 
you farther from the world, not closer to it. 

I get it. And I have to admit that it feels like there’s a huge 
chasm, an insurmountable distance between me and the world 
right about now. 

But, Aiko, you shouldn't worry so much about “distance.” Pay 
attention to the “road,” the “way.” That’s what’s real and concrete; 


“distance” is just a vague concept. 
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“The ‘toad’ is long, but the ‘distance’ is just a flee Sede « 
Is that it? m, 

That’s it, Aiko. If you spend your time thinking ape 
far you've strayed from the world, you'll end up like Nesta 
Hasumi, jumping off a bridge somewhere. Or, like the Reta 
and-Round Devil, you'll go from flaying stray cats and dogs in the 
neighborhood to chopping up those little boys—triplets not :. 
a year old—down by the river. 


t hoy 


I’m not crazy. 

Who said you were? And why would it matter? But the point 
is...who do you really like? 

What? Who do I like? Well, I guess the first name that Pops 
into my head is Sekiya. 

Sekiya? That’s just a reflex. You saw too much of him in middle 
school. 

But he was so cute back then. 

So what? As soon as he got to high school, he quit kendo, joined 
the tennis club, and started to party, party, party. He stopped going 
to school and turned into a complete jerk. You didn’t think much 
of him then, did you? Totally disappointing. It’s not him, Aiko. So 
who do you really like? 

River Phoenix? 

I was under the impression he’s slightly dead. And besides, you 
don’t know anything about him. You just like him because he went 
out with that weird Martha Plimpton for a while. 

No one knows anything about celebrities, really. 

So forget celebrities. There must be somebody you like right 
here in the real world. 

Kasami? 


You only went out with him for two months. 
Ishiyama? 
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| No dates, nothing but sex. 
Nakagawa? 
You were just flattered that he asked you out. Aiko! These guys 
Fare all history. I mean someone new, someone now. There must be 
somebody. Somebody you still like? Somebody you've always liked? 
Sagara? 
Sagara! 
I think I really like him. Sometimes I suddenly want to see him 
"sO much I can hardly stand it. 
_ But, Aiko, you put a question mark after his name just like 
call the others. When somebody asks you who you like, you don't 
"answer the question with a question, Love has no room for doubt. 

It’s absolutely sure of itself. You don't say, “I may perhaps like so- 


I 
K 
. 


| 

vand- so.” That’s just wrong. This is about your one-and-only, your 
_everything—it should be the clearest thing in the whole wide world. 
So, Aiko, there must be someone you were interested in even 
‘before you started going out with Sekiya. Someone you wouldn't 
trade for Kasami or Ishiyama or Nakagawa or Sano. 


That’s so Kerstin. 


And there is, of course. I know it’s not right—though I’m not 
‘sure why, or who it would hurt to admit it. Me maybe? Anyway, 
i'm sorry, and I know it’s too queer and boring and all that, but I 
can't help it: for more than six years now I’ve been in love with a 
boy I knew in elementary school. Yoji Kaneda. My first love, but I 
‘never seemed to get over him. What can I say? 

I sighed and slipped deeper into the bath. The sigh blew away 
‘the bubbles, and I could see the murky water over my belly and 
legs. Had Sano really been touching me down there just a little 
while ago? 

_ I started to get depressed again, but then Kerstin reappeared 


i 
| 
| 
| 
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and said just the right thing: You can't let something like that get 
you down, Aiko. There are plenty of people out there who are 
ready to do bad things to you, even worse than Sano did just now. 

That’s right. Kerstin is amazing. She always knows just what 

to say. And she’s absolutely right about this. It could have been 
worse, What if Sano had managed to hit me in the face? Or even 
worse than that, what if he had asked me to let him come in my 
mouth, had stuck his little dick in and forced me to swallow. O;-— 
nooooo!!—even worse still, the worst would have been having 
him come inside me and getting me pregnant. Having Sano’s baby 
inside me. I swear I would have killed him and raised the baby 
by myself. Inside the fence. In the cage. Like one of those girls in 
Caged Fury, fighting the other prisoners and guards tooth and nail 
to protect my child. But even with the baby and all, that would stil] 
be the worst. I don’t want to go to prison...or even pretend I’m in 
Caged Fury, and I don't want to raise my baby behind bars. 

So I guess I got off pretty easy. All kinds of people out there are 
ready to do all kinds of bad things to you. 

And when I get to this point in my thinking, that poor man 
appears again, somewhere in the back of my brain. That black guy 
locked up in the basement by those weirdos, chained in the dark 
and fucked from behind by those two perverts. He’s really strong, 
like LL Cool J. So when he gets free he shoots the balls off the 
pervert who's been fucking him, and then Bruce Willis asks him, 
“Are you okay?” and he says, “Nah, man. I’m pretty fucking far 
from okay.” I’m pretty fucking far from okay. Which makes sense, 
since they'd stuck some weird ball in his mouth and were fucking 
him up the ass. I’m pretty fucking far from okay. I always feel so 
sorry for him. 

But what about me? 


Am I okay? 


OTARO MAIJO 


Not really. 
But it could be worse. I managed to avoid a face shot, cum in 
my mouth, getting pregnant, and playing Caged Fury. 
I’m okay. 
I wouldn't call it the best day of my life—in fact, it totally 
sucked. But I'll live. ll move on. 
I suppose I’m not the only stupid girl who ever slept with a guy 
she didn’t like. I bet there are more of them out there than I can 
imagine. And I bet a lot of them got cum on their faces or in their 
mouths, or even inside them and ended up in prison protecting 
their babies. Well, maybe not the Caged Fury part. But none of it 
_ matters anyway. What matters is that I got into a stupid mess, but 
it wasn't the worst mess possible. 
I'll learn from my mistake, and I won't ever sleep with somebody 
I don't like ever again. Really. And I’ll find someone new to fall in 
love with. Someone different. 
Who am I kidding? There won't be anyone new, and I’ll be so 
lonely P’'ll sleep with the first guy who comes along...only, this 
time I won't. I really have learned my lesson...though lessons go 





only so far...Anyway, I just won't do it again. 

Aaaaaah! 

“Yoji!”—I was talking out loud now—‘Td do it with you!” As 
the words bounced around the room, I sank down to my shoulders 
and buried my face in what was left of the foam. “I want you!” I 
blubbered, though this time the bubbles muffled the words. 


I climbed out of the bath, put on a clean T-shirt and shorts, 
and wrapped my head in a towel. When I got back to my room, 
I pulled the Pulp Fiction DVD from the shelf and checked the 


scene where the poor black guy says he’s “pretty fucking far from 
okay.” It wasn’t LL Cool J. It was Ving Rhames. I should have 
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known. I knew LL Cool J was a rapper. But wasn't he in ae 
movie too? Or was he? Was this aoe one of my Mistakes? 
I suppose I’m not much good at telling one black person from 
another. But then, I can’t even tell the difference between boys] 
like and the ones I don't. Pretty lame. 

No, I’m not lame. I’m getting my act together this time. Really 


2 


There was a kid in my sixth-grade homeroom named Takashi 
Nizaki. He was really smart and got good grades, but at times he 
could be a sadistic bully and a bit schizo. He would be friends with 


‘you one day only to cut you dead the next. He was smart and good 


at sports, and he could talk circles around everybody, but there was 
something a bit spooky about him. Still, he ruled the class. The 
only one who could stand up to him was Masaki Urayasu from 
the class next door, and when Urayasu was beating the crap out 
of Nizaki, it was Urayasu’s friend, Yoji Kaneda, who waded in to 
break it up. 

Urayasu was really built, bulging pecs and all, and the punches 
he threw were on a whole different level from Nizaki’s. In fact, at 
the moment, he was pummeling Nizaki’s face—maybe because 
he could see how handsome it was—and each time he connected, 
Nizaki’s head spun around, his silky hair whipping back and forth 
in time with the impact. The fight had started in the hall after 
school. Just about everybody in our class had gathered around to 
watch, but nobody was trying to break it up. I guess some people 
might have been thinking that they should step in—that Nizaki 
was a bully but he'd never really hurt anybody—but when you 
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Jooked around and saw that no one else was doing anything, it 
seemed easier to leave it alone—let Nizaki get a little of his saa 
medicine. That's what I thought anyway. His mistake here had been 
in picking his opponent—or rather in nor picking him carefully 
enough. At any rate, by this point Urayasu had been beating on 
him for a minute straight, and Nizaki’s eye was all bloody, and I 
thought he might go blind if it went on like this. Then I realized 
Nizaki was crying—right in front of everybody. It was the first 
time I'd seen him cry, and I’m sure that was true for everyone else 
too. You could feel the shock—and maybe a little bit of excitement. 
There was this low whistling sound every time Nizaki breathed in 
through his nose, and then it got all sniffly—susususususu—like he 
was having a fit or something—right in time with his shoulders 
heaving. He'd sort of blow the air out—Aaaaaaa—and then suck it 
back in—susususususu. His stomach bucked, and you could tell he 
was having trouble breathing. To tell the truth, it was an awesome 
sight: here was a shithead bawling his eyes out. What kind of man 
was he? If he was going to get the crap beat out of him and cry like 
a baby, he should never have started this in the first place. Then I 
realized that Kan and Shima were standing right next to me, and 
I wondered whether they were feeling a little sympathy for Nizaki 
now that he was blubbering. But then I noticed they were yelling 
to Urayasu to keep going! I didn’t want to appear too out of it—so 
even though I'd been about to tell him to quit just a second before, 
I found myself suddenly hoping the jerk would get everything he 
had coming to him. I guess the real fun was thinking how hard it 
was going to be for him to show his face at school after this. 

Urayasu went on thrashing Nizaki. Mercilessly. For whatever 
reason, he seemed to want to beat the last bit of shit out of him. 
The voices urging him on trailed off. It was getting a little scary. 
And Nizaki looked pretty awful—wonderfully so. 
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At this point a very ordinary-looking kid in nes polo shirt— 
Yoji Kaneda— appeared on the scene. He wasnt particularly tal] 
or well built. 

“Give it a rest, Ura,” he said. “Don't you think that’s enough» 

“Not quite, Kane. I beat the shit out of this guy and he stil] 
doesn’t get it.” 

“So why don't you leave it at that—you beat the shit out of him 
and he doesn't get it.” 

“So P'll keep on till he does get it,” Urayasu said. 

“Nah, that doesn’t make much sense. Give it a rest.” 

“I know it doesn’t make sense, but what the fuck!” 

“Just back off a minute, how ’bout?” Urayasu had been 
straddling Nizaki, and as he climbed off, Kaneda patted him on 
the shoulder. “Pounding the crap out of a guy is hard work. Look 
at your hands—they’re all torn up.” 

Urayasu glanced down at his raw, red knuckles. 

“Shit! I fucked up my hands.” 

“And they'll know you were fighting if you go to the nurse’s 
office,” Kaneda added. “Just go wash up,” he said, sending Urayasu 
off in the direction of the boys’ room. When he was gone, Kaneda 
turned to Nizaki, who was still sobbing on the floor, and reached 
out his arm to help him up. 

His long, slender, beautiful arm. 

I can still remember exactly how it looked: the delicate joints 
at the elbow and wrist, the graceful taper so completely different 
from Urayasu’s beefy knob. As if something wonderful—an 
angel’s wing—had been called in to replace something awful—a 
pig's foot maybe. That’s how it looked to me, anyway. 

Cowering on the floor, Nizaki covered his face with his hands 
and kicked at the outstretched hand. 


“Leave me alone!” he blubbered. “What do you think this is?” 
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To which the boy in the blue polo shirt replied quite simply: 


“It’s love.” 


Yoji Kaneda was always game for anything, and he was always, 
always doing something stupid. He told me himself that he 
and a friend once pissed out the bus window on a field trip in 
elementary school (though he swore they didn’t hit anybody, not 
even any cars), and another time, on field day, he ran the hundred 
meters holding a badminton racquet, telling everybody he needed 
a handicap. He even ran a relay the same way. (He came in first 
in the hundred; in the relay, baton in one hand and racquet in the 
other, he managed to catch one runner on another team but then 
got the racquet caught between his legs and went sprawling.) And 
now, he'd said “It’s love,” and even though he added something 
stupid like “Love will save the world,” the word was still left 
hanging there. It was the first time I'd ever heard someone say 
the word so raw, just like that, and somehow it made me feel 
embarrassed. The first character of my name—the “ai” in Aiko— 
means “love.” But I'd hardly ever heard anyone use the word except 
in my name. And now I realized that nobody had been forcing me 
to stand there and watch Nizaki get the daylights beat out of him, 
It must have hurt, and it must have been a shock to be beat up in 
front of people like that. It would be for anybody. So it would have 
been natural enough, right at the start, to tell Urayasu to stop or 
do something to end it. You don’t stand around worrying that kids 

will think you have a crush on Nizaki; as soon as you realize it’s 
time to stop it, you speak right up and say something. My name 
may mean “love child,” but I seem to have a little deficit where 
the love’s concerned, and I sure as hell am never going to save any 
world. At least not like this. 

All of sudden, I couldn't stand being there anymore and walked 
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away. Kan and Shima stayed behind—apparently they teally Were 
: ith Nizaki, in a way. 

anne them and headed down the hall, I ran into Urayasy 
and some of his buddies coming out of the bathroom. His hand 
were still wet, the skin red and raw around his knuckles, “Shit! 
That hurts!” he was muttering. As I walked by, I gave him a ‘You 
asshole” kind of look, but when I thought about it I realized ] Was 
just as much of an asshole. Maybe more. Urayasu had been mad 
about something, and that’s why he pulverized Nizaki. But what 
was my excuse for standing there watching them? 

I didn’t give a damn about Nizaki one way or the other, He 
only bullied boys, so I was safe, and though he was cute enough 
in a way, he wasn't my type. His bullying was carefully planned 
and totally vicious, but he wasn't as violent about it as some of the 
other kids. There were meaner bullies who did worse things. 

Then why had I let him get beat up without trying to help? 
Why had I stood by and watched him get smashed to a pulp? 

Clearly, wanted to see him suffer. Physically and psychologically. 

Not that I had any particular reason. That’s just how I felt 
at the moment. Nizaki had bullied everyone else without ever 
having to pay the price, so this just seemed like the right time 
for him to get what was coming to him—as though it was finally 
his turn. I guess that’s just the way it is with bullying: what goes 
around comes around. There was this time in fourth grade when 
everybody in the class suddenly decided to pretend I didn’t exist. 
I never knew why, but I suppose there’s really no such thing as 
a reason when it comes to bullying. What goes around comes 
around, So I’m sure I just felt that the needle had spun and finally 
pointed at Nizaki. 

But why do you suppose there’s bullying in the first place? 

Because there’s not enough love, I guess. 
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Who doesn't have enough love? 
Me? 

Everybody? 

The whole world? 


And not enough love for who? 
For me? 

For everyone? 

For the world? 

Or for Nizaki? 


I have no idea. 

Even now, I really don't. 

That evening, the day I first noticed Yoji Kaneda, 1 went home 
from school, had dinner, took a bath, and watched TV. Then at 
some point I wrote this sad little line in my diary: “Not enough 


love! Not near enough.” 


Whose love? For who? 

Who knew? Even now, I don’t know. 

But some important stuff came out of all this: I found Yoji 
Kaneda, I started thinking about love for the first time in my 
life, and I had drilled into my brain the image of that pale, 
slender arm extending out of that blue polo shirt, reaching out 
for Nizaki as he lay there on the floor, bawling his eyes out in 
front of everybody. 


Still, I didn’t suddenly feel like I was head-over-heels, out-of- 
my-mind in love with Yoji. 

Like I said before, he was a bit of a lightweight. He was like 
a baby monkey, always doing this weird stuff. To be honest, he 
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wasn't exactly the type of guy who was likely to be a love object 
for a sixth-grade girl on the brink of puberty. Not the type at al 

And after the Nizaki incident, it was mostly that dumbass Side 
of Yoji that I saw around school. Once during a soccer game ip 
gym class, he suddenly turned on his own team and kicked a goal 
into their net, winning the game for the other side. His teammates 
chased him around, and somehow he wound up on the roof of the 
gym. The coach was madder than hell when he found out. And 
once on a field trip to one of those deer parks, he tried to bring a 
fawn on the bus. When they told him he couldnt, the poor thing 
ran after the bus halfway back to school. Then there was the time 
when a bunch of his buddies were goofing off in class, scribbling 
stuff on each others’ faces, and the teacher made Yoji stand in the 


hall during free period with “toilet” on his forehead, “hot dog” on 


one cheek, and “Nagoya” on the other. 

Way dumb. 

Around that same time, I started reading grown-up magazines 
like Olive and Seventeen, started shaving my legs and armpits and 
plucking my brows. A boy who acted like that wouldn't have made 
much of an impression. Still, he was always somewhere in the 
back of my mind, even as I was only registering his dumbass side. 

I guess it was true even then. Whenever I wasn't in class, I was 
looking for him—during free period or when we were mopping the 
halls, on the way to school or on the way home. At the time I think 
I told myself that he was always good for a laugh, that I just wanted 
to see the next stupid thing he would do. I guess I paid so much 
attention to him because that expectation was so often rewarded. 

But whatever. 

One of the necessary conditions for falling in love is that 
simply see the other person often enough. If you see him enough 


you 


you begin to notice his good qualities. 
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Good qualities? 

He’s an asshole and a goofball. 

He seems to have a need to be noticed. (Which is something 
I hate.) seek 

He’s loud. (Which is another thing I hate.) 

And he’s short. . 

Oh, did I forget to mention that? I’m on the tall side, and by 
sixth grade I was already five feet three inches and completely 
uninterested in any boy who wasn't at least my height. So you can 
see that there was no chance I’d fall for a runt like Kaneda. None. 

But somehow I did. 

It didn't matter that he was a short, loud, conspicuous asshole 
clown. Somehow Iv was suddealy MHpped by the hand of “love,” by 
that pale arm. 

But how? | 

How did that one e word, love, and that one outstretched arm so 
totally get to me?’ Bi ee | 

Was I that deneeees 

I don’t think so. I really don't. 

Or was I? After all, Tdid write those words in my diary: “Not 
enough love! Not near ‘enough. "But that was about bullying—not 
about romance. 7 

But love isn’t selective like ce it’s ighiphesall all-encompassing. 

That last bit was Kerstin, who. had reappeared again from 
somewhere. a | 

So Yoji was reaching his hand out to you too, as someone who 
was part of Nizaki’s world. Deep down , you know it instinctively— 
that if you grabbed hold of that hand and held on toiit, you could 
have gone to a “Love will save the world” kind of place. | 


That’ 8 nonsense. a 


It’s not, and v we're not talking a about Kaneda when he was a kid. | 
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So I’m not in love with Yoji in a romantic way? I just wap; 
someone to save me from my world? 

Not “just.” Though that is part of it. 

Part of it? What else is there? 

Well, there’s “liking.” 

“Liking”? 

It makes no sense to ask what “liking” is; it’s a meaningless question, 

Tm lost. 

“Like” is “like” —that’s all. There’s no reason about it. No other 
side to the story. “I like it here.” “I like this kind of place.” You can 
say those kinds of things, but you can't say, “I like it because there 
is this place” or “I like it because there is such a place.” 

I still don’t follow. 

Because I don’t know how to say it right. But you know what 
J mean. 


I do. 


That’s right. 

I had watched Yoji doing all that stupid stuff and told myself 
over and over what an idiot he was, yet somehow, still, I fell in love 
with him. 

There was no particular reason—just opportunity. 

That slender, pale, outstretched hand. 

Such a beautiful hand. 

And the “Love will save the world” part. 

But I’m pretty sure that when somebody falls in love, it’s not 
about this quality or that habit or this feeling or doing something 
that way—you fall in love with something that’s deep inside the | 
other person, like a core or a nucleus, right at the heart, no strings 
attached. I know, you see, because Yoji’s core stuck inside me, and 
it won't come off. 
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I thought about skippth schol bid fine want to be behind vat 
the curve when Sano: started spreading his’ ‘lies. J wanted. to be, « 
ready to respond, to make. my, case early and often. Still, when T. : . 


got to school it seemed as though he had ¢ got the jump on me with 
his texting. It was already too late, It, would be' brutal, now. 

As soon as I walked: ‘into the. classroom, ‘Kan and. Shima | 
stopped me. They had something they wanted: to talk about, ‘told. 
me to come with them—and’ not out onto the balcony. or on the 
stairs or in the hall i in front of the art room, but i in the bathroom. 
Which I knew was scary, but before I could even answer, Narucchi 
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i 


and Miyon and Nakajima and even Maki, had followed us in and | i" 


gathered around the mirror. Narucchi and Maki weren't even. at | 


the party last night. If Kan and Shima: were bringing i in girls who \ 


had nothing to do with anything, this wasn’t some. little thing; this 


was a big deal. And then there was Maki. Major aeany, If she was 


here, I was in for the full treatment. ! ier om fe 
But why was she here? "| ve oe eich Oe i | 


4 


They were planning to. do it fight ‘No, 1! didnt als hor, % 


whether they were all after me. But if they were, Ty was bree sure’ 


mates wasn't much | could do about i ity | ne AeA ar ne aeN as alg Pe 


t 


Bhs you've got to ie chim Aiko, Kes cool, Miya 


Why were you suddenly t the target? And what were you going’ 


to do about it? How could: you ‘fight t back against oe many girls? in 


Or maybe you should admit’ you did whatever it was they thought ae 


you did and j just apologize—though | how do yet ‘pels if yu 
don't know what you Gide! i rfaih eae Gila rig einer ath 


You were about to be: drawn and vate nd you werentt ee 


even sure what the charges: were. As theyd been leading me into 
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the bathroom, I’d wracked my brain, but I still had no idea. What 
was this all about? 

Was it because I did it with Akihiko Sano? But lots of other 
girls did too. Kan and Miyon at least. Last year or the year 
before. The only reason I wanted to try him was because they'd 
said he was so fantastically awesome. “Sano’s a sex machine!” Pp, 
quoting them here. So why were they after me now for actually 
doing it with him? It made no sense. Because I didn't get in 
touch after I disappeared with Sano from the party last night? 
But when I left with him they must have known what we were 
‘going to do. No one said anything at the time, and it wasn't the 
first time I'd left a party with some guy, so it shouldn't have made 
any difference. 

So maybe I did something at the party? I don’t remember much, 

Or maybe before the party? Not likely. 

So what then? 


Why was I here in the bathroom? Why was I suddenly the 
target of the bully court? 


I still didn’t know, but I didn’t have any more time to think 


_ about it, Miyon, who was standing next to Maki, spoke up first. 


“You probably know why we've called you here,” she said. No, no 


idea. Why? When I didn’t answer, Shima broke in. “Speak up,” 
_| she ordered. “Say something, Aiko. We don't like your attitude.” If 
I said I didn’t know, they might take it wrong or someone might 


think I was being a smart-ass—worse still if that someone w2s 


Nia : » Maki. But I had taken too long thinking this over. Out of nowhere 
WU camea slap to the side of my face. “Speak up, Aiko!” Maki shouted. 


ie Twas shocked more than hurt. What did she think she was doing? 
Tet So JT shot back, “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” and 
: kicked out with my right leg, catching her in the thigh. And t 
i worked, a bit anyway: Maki crumpled. I was in pretty good shap? 
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fom kendo and tennis, and ihe kick must’ve fit She rubbed her 
thigh and muttered, “You think that hurt, bitch?”’“You think] give 
afack?”! retorted, and as I did, I jumped on Her, pushing her head 
down with the weight of my body and at the samé time bringing 
my leg up. Gaaannn! 1 could feel her face smashing against my 
knee. It was a move’ my. brother. taught me. He had also taught 
me what to do when I was way outnumbered like this: he said you 
should try to take out the strongest. one right away. Which is why 
I had gone after Maki. Al grabbed her hair and smashed my knee 
into her pretty face over and over. “Wait wai. ..shit,” she gurgled. 
“Stop! Ouch! OUCH! SHIT! OUCH?! saw soinething red on 


the bathroom tiles and knew Maki. was bleeding from the nose, 


but I kept on cracking her face against my! knee. : 
She was totally scary as far. as | was concerned: We. had a term 
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for this kind of group. ambush; we. called it the Death Penalty— 





and Maki was. known : as the Ex 
was the “ ‘Crucifixion,” which ‘wa 
planned for n me: these e eally thin ys 












the stalls. There were é other spenaleden all sich ii eatchy names—the 


Butt Drill Tour, the: Safety Pin: ‘Tattoo—but the Crucifixion was 


as scary as any. Actually, it was. mostly. the. guys who used it, , but ? 


Maki was just mean enough to want to try it., 


ioner, The flavor of the day | 
t athroom: version they | had. 


ile needles w were run eben is 


A bunch of stuff went through my head as. av Wes. iatelne hes - 


face: no needles or hammet.. sbut got to pound Maki. make : 


sure she can't fight | back. : -but, what % ‘was happening?:. ewhy’ were 
they doing this? ] knew that the other girls: werent dike: Maki, 


that I could probably tale my way out ‘of this if it was just. them. oy 


Anyway, when they saw what’ T was doing ' to Maki; they would é 


probably back off. Which i is: why I was kicking the shit out of her: 


tight there in front of them. © Mou re ‘out: of Eye. frags) Malki ee a : 
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" Shouted at her. “You little shit! You're totally fucked!” The fight 
in’ girl manga were never like this, so I had to use stuff I'd reag 
in guy comics, sound effects and all. Maki couldn't talk anymore 

3 : just sputter. “4/4, ahh, kaa, gaa.” The other girls were telling a 
_ to stop now, but of course no one actually stepped in to break 
it up. Chickenshits. No surprise. They yelled at me, and I kept 

~ on kneeing Maki in the face, smas 


hing it up; but then suddenly 


o they all drew back in a circle and got real quiet, so I slowly le 


go of her. Her nose had been bleeding all this time, so her face 


_-was completely red and gross. My thigh was red too, and there 


' was a little blood on my skirt. As I let go of her, she slumped to 


the bathroom door on her 


- from behind and sat her down right by the door. 


think youre goin 


the floor, but she put her arms down to catch herself; I suppose 
because she didn’t want to end up flat out on the bathroom tiles, 


She gasped or gagged or something and then tried to crawl out 
. hands and knees. But I pulled her hair 


“Where do you 
g?” I said. “Have a seat.” There was this little turn 
in the passage that led from the bathroom out to the hall, so the 
kids: passing by out there couldn’t see her. She sat, bloody face 
buried in her knees. It was like a scene straight out of a horror 
flick. Her shoulders were heaving, and it didn’t look like she'd be 


i “getting up for a while. 


- Hiding my fear, I turned to face Miyon and the others. 


| i They had all drawn back away from me, as far as they could 
ge 


t, and they looked a little nervous. Not scared exactly, but I was 
getting some kind of strange vibe. What? Why were they looking 
at me like that? : 
What?” 

“You're a little scary, Aiko,” Shima said. 

_ “What do you mean?” 

“Why did you do that to Maki? She just slapped you—y" 
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went Way ape-shit.” . 

Ape-shit? There were six of them and one of me, and they 
were planning to crucify me. Here in the bathroom, with Maki 
es executioner—and I went ape-shit? If I hadn't put her out of 
commission once and for all, if Td left her anything to hit back 
with, 1 would have got double in return. She would have crucified 
me for sure, or worse. 

“You brought her into this, you shits,” said. They said nothing. 
I was done with them. No more partying with Kan or Shima or 
Miyon or Nakajima or Narucchi. Crucifixion in the bathroom, 
with Maki—that was the end. And then to try to make me out as 
the bad guy on top of that? No, that was too much. Way much. But 
fuck it. Whatever. I still had some friends. Yoshida and Marilyn. 
But I was done with this crowd. Though before I stopped talking 
to them forever, there was one more thing I had to do: find out 
why they were doing this. 

So I just asked: “Why are you doing this?” I really wanted to 
know. Why had they suddenly hauled me off to the bathroom 
to crucify me? When we'd made plans to do all sorts of fun stuff 
together this summer, go to the beach and shit. Which we would 
not be doing now. Why was that? Why? 


But they ignored my question and instead Kan asked one of : 


her own. 

“Aiko, where were you last night?” 

Last night? 

“Iwas home,” I said. What did she mean? Did they want me to 
tell them I'd gone to a hotel with Sano? 

“But you left with Sano,” Kan said. “Where'd you go?” 

Was this for real? They wanted to know about that? 


“Who the fuck cares where I was,” I told her. 
“We do!” 
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“Why should you? And why should I have to tell you» 

“You went to a hotel, didn’t you? Did you really go home ina 
night?” 

“Go ask Sano, if you're so curious.” 

And then they all stood there for a minute, staring at me with 
these weird looks. 

What the fuck? 

“But Sano didn’t come to school. Nobody’s seen him since last 
night. They’re saying he’s dead. Murdered. You didn’t know» 

What the fuck? 

“What the fuck?” 

“That’s right. That’s what we're asking you. What the fuck» 
And with that they began closing in on me, and now their faces 
were real serious. Though I wasn’t sure that serious meant they 
were really serious...but whatever. I didn’t understand anythin 
that was going on. What did they mean “murdered”? What the 
fuck? It probably wasn’t a “what the fuck” kind of moment, but] 
really didn’t have a clue. What the fuck? 

“How was he killed?” I asked. 

“That’s what we'd like to know,” Shima shot back. “And were 
you involved?” Kan added. 

“Hold on,” I said. “Is he really dead? Is this for real?” 

“Would we be here now if it weren't?” Narucchi said. “We dont 
know for sure that he’s dead, but we know he disappeared.” 

So just “disappeared.” Vanished, like the assistant in a magicians 


‘trick Then he’s more “missing person” than “murdered” person. 


“So, like I said,” I said, “hold on a minute. I don’t understand @ 


thing you're telling me. Start from the beginning. How did Sano 


disappear?” 
But Kan cut me off. “Forget it. We don’t have time for yo" 
questions. We want answers. You tell us, Aiko, where were you last 
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night from ten to eleven?” 
“J got home at ten- thirty and didn’t go out after that.” 
“But where were you between ten and ten- -thirty>” 
“J was on the train home from Shinjuku.” 
“The express from Shinjuku to Chofu takes fifteen minutes...” 
“But I waited at Shinjuku and the train was a little late, and J 
had to walk home from the station. What are you saying?” 
“Were you by yourself?” 
“By myself?” 
“Did you go home alone?” 
“Of course!” 
“And Sano?” 
“He wasn't with me.” 
“So what happened to him?” 
“How should I know? I got sick of him and left him at Be hotel.” 
“So you left him at the hotel! Why?” vs 
“Like I said, I got sick of him, he’s sarees 
“Sick of him how?” ret 
“Who cares? I left him there.’ tae 
“We care! Somebody; killed him. ‘What do you mean you got 
sick of him?” 
Killed him? You just said you didn't aay whither he was dead 
or not! All you really know is that he’s missing. — 
“Wait a minute! You don’t think I did it, do you?” 
“We don’t know who did it,” Kan said. 
“You don’t know, but you think it was me.’ 
“We're just trying to get the facts. Innocent until proven Bailey 
“What the—Why would I want to kill Sano?” « 
“You just said you got sick of him.” It was Shima this time. “So 
if you couldn’t stand him »you mht have killed him. That’ s like a 
motive or something.” seth : ; 
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“And you're like a moron or something. Do you kill everybod, 
you can't stand?” | 

Narucchi jumped in to defend her. “Shima wouldnt 
anybody. It’s you we're talking about, Aiko,” she said, and then al 
of us, me included, turned to look at Maki, who was still Sitting o, 
the floor, head down, pressing her handkerchief against her noge 


“Maki,” Kan said, “you should look up—the bleeding Stops 
faster.” Maki shook he 


r head but said nothing. It was obvious she 


was crying and didn’t want us to see her covered with blood ang 
tears and snot. 


Okay, point taken. ’'m good in a fight. And I guess I did kic, 
Sano in the face last night... 


Whoa! It felt like somebody had just kicked me. 


Now that you mention it, I did kick him in the face. Kicked 


him—sugaaan!—and knocked him flat on the floor. 
But he laughed about it afterward. “Ouch! 
he giggled. But what if that kick was harder t 
hit him in the wrong place? What if he 
that stupid head of his? What if it got 
I felt the blood draining out of 


white. They were all staring at me, still looking funny. But wait 
a MINUTE! It’s not what you think. It was just one little kick. 
Nobody ever killed a boy with one little kick! 

But Sano was pretty scrawny. And my kick ‘did get him pretty 
much straight in the face... 

No, no, 


girl-kick. 


“he'd said. But then 
han I realized or Id 
‘d started bleeding inside 
worse later and he died? 


my head, my face going 


no! People aren't that fragile! Nobody croaks from one 


I was now completely tongue-tied, unable to think about 
anything but my kick. I was almost too frightened to speak. 
Somewhere in the back of my head a white guy was telling me 


all that stuff they say when they arrest you: “You have the right 
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to remain silent; you have the right to an attorney...” Had I really 
killed Sano? I sure hadn't meant to. This was no¢ premeditated. 
Murder in the second degree? Involuntary manslaughter? But 
hold on, we don’t even know whether he’s dead or not! _ 

“Say something, Aiko!” 

“Did you remember something, Aiko?” 

“Tell us, Aiko!” 

“I didn't do anything,” I finally managed to mutter, but this 
only threw gas on the fire. | 

“Didn't do what? Tell us everything!” 

“Don't be stupid! Tell us!” 

“What happened last night?” 

“Why did you get so mad at him?” 

Shut up shut up shut up shut UP! : 

Kan finally seemed to realize what was going on. “She can’t 
answer if we're all yelling at her,” she said. “Quiet, girls.” Then she 
turned to me. “So tell us what happened, Aiko. I don’t know why 
you got so mad at him, but you did. So did you also beat the shit 
out of him like you did Maki just now?” 3 

No! 

Tt wasn't anything like Maki. 

But it also wasn’t true that I didn’t know what I'd done to 
him—so I decided to exercise my right to remain silent. 

But then they were all over me again, trying to get me to 
confess. And I knew if I told them'I’d only kicked: him in the face, 
they'd never let up. Then a girl came into the bathroom—a little 
awkward with the would-be Crucifixion in progress. Of course 
the new gitl would need to know what was going on, and this 
forced Kan to backtrack a bit. ke 

“So, Aiko, tell us: What happened with you and Sano?” 

"Katsura and Sano?” The new: girl—Riko or Emiri or 
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something —was suddenly all ears. I wanted to tell them noth; 
n 


had happened, that I had nothing to do with Sano, but I wasp : 
0 


sure myself anymore. My legs felt weak, and I was shaking. 


“Ajiko,don't you have anything to say for yourself?” Even Naka ry 
was getting into the act, though there was a smirk on her face. Bu 
I didn't—have anything to say for myself, not at the moment. 

Then, as I stood there, more girls started coming in—it was , 
restroom, after all—and when they realized they had walked into 
a Crucifixion-in-progress, they didn’t want to leave. So the place 
got crowded and crazy, and that, in the end, was what saved me, 

Because suddenly, Yoji Kaneda came wading into the circle of 
girls, shouting, “What's going on in here?” I wasn’t at my best, but 
here he was anyway—in the girls’ room. He ignored the screams 
for him to get out and pushed through to find me covered in 
blood—Maki’s blood—in the middle of the crowd. “What do you 
think you're doing?” 

“Shut up!” Kan shouted, trying to drown him out. 

“No, you shut up! What were you going to do to her? No, don't 
tell me: you were going to crucify her because of Sano. But do you 
know how crazy that sounds? Did you know that somebody sent 
a toe to Sano’s house?” 

A shock ran through the room. 

Through me too. 


A toe? 

You mean somebody cut off his toe? 

And sent it to his house? 

But I wasn’t the only one who hadn't known. “No!” someone 
gasped, and then everybody started to scream all at once. 

“You didn't know?” Yoji said, a puzzled look on his face. “Maybe 
I wasn't supposed to mention it. Forget I said anything! I'll be in 
trouble for sure.” He sounded like an idiot, but he had managed 
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ro deflect attention from me. The girls started pressing him for 
ee ails, but he just laughed. “No, no. Forget I said anything. Ask 
ene cops But no more bullying people like this. You're finished 
nares" 88 saying, he grabbed me by the arm and dragged me out 

of the bathroom. In the confusion, they couldn’t stop him. Bye, 
Kan. Bye, Miyon. Narucchi. Nakajima, Shima. They had all been 
such good friends... 

Yoji pulled me down the hall. When he finally let go of my 
hand, I realized where we were. The nurse’s office. Why? Then I 
remembered the blood on my knee. 

“You should let them look at that,” he said. I felt By face go red, 
but there was nothing to do but tell the truth. 

“That’s not my blood, Yoji.” 

“Te’s not? Whose is it?” 

“Maki’s.” _ Lee ar ee Oe 

“Maki? Maki Saito? Flow: Wy" ee re 

“It’s a long story... aE a 

“Was she in the bathroom?” ee ea 

“I think she’s still there. >A lot of fi had. wandered in and out, 


and I wasn't exactly sure. — 


“Then I’m going back to see if abe 's say But what did you do | 


to her, Katsura?” 
“I guess I hurt her.” : 
“You stupid—You stay ] here and think about what: you've done, 


”? 


he said playing the palm of his hand on: my forehead for a moment, 


as if miming a slap. Then he turned. and ran off dows. the hall. i 
could hear him bounding up the stairs two at a \ time. ve 
And then I didn’t know how to feel. 
Happy? Sad? Both at once? ae an eee 
He had saved me, which: was a a good thing. 
I would j just lene it at that. TENA EN ay Paes 
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| night had come and I was in bed, curled 
_ suddenly realized that someone was stan 
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I guess. 
But there I was, abandoned outside the nurse’s office, and as ] 


was standing there thinking about what to do next, this teacher—] 
didn’t know his name—came bolting down the hall. Not good! ] 
was sure he’d say something to me, but then he passed right by, 
ignoring me. He pounded on the door to the nurse’s office and then 
opened it. And as he did, I caught sight of Maki inside. She haq 
made it out of the bathroom ahead of me and come straight here, 
There she sat with a big patch of gauze taped to her nose—at least 
it looked really big compared to her tiny face. The tape was stil] 
white, but the gauze was already bright red. From either side, her 


eyes were looking out—right at me. It was like they were shooting 


some invisible laser, and when it hit me, my heart stopped. 
In the two terrifying seconds before my life ended, I knew 


- with complete certainty that Maki and her shattered nose would 


follow me into the next life and spend eternity devising the proper 
punishment for my crime. : 

But what was the appropriate punishment for destroying an 
absolutely perfect nose—a nose a model would kill to have? 


“Would I get to pick it myself? 


At 


A lot of other stuff happened, and when it was all over, and 
up there in the dark, I 


ding at the foot of my 


bed—Sano! But not exactly. A pale, white Sano face was floating 
silently above me, bending low, reaching out for my bare feet. He 
took hold of my left ankle with an iron grip, but his hand was IY 


OTARO MAIO 


cold, and I realized he must be dead. I wanted to cry out, but I 
couldn't. What was he doing? But almost as soon as this question 
occurred to me, I realized he was pulling a single white thread 
from the arch of my left foot, a thick piece of cotton thread that 
somehow seemed to be coming from my body. It seemed to come 
from somewhere inside my chest, through my body, to my left foot. 
And Sano seemed to be pulling it out of me, monyomonyomonyosui! 
It felt as though the thread were wound around my guts, and as 
he pulled, my insides dissolved into mush. First my stomach. My 
belly seemed to be getting hot and slowly melting. As my lungs 
unraveled and shrank, my breathing grew shallow. My organs 
seemed to be dissolving one after the other, and my body shriveled 
wherever one disappeared. Then I realized my heart was melting, 
and I panicked. Sano’s blank face made me feel sick with fear. I 
wanted to tell him to stop, to get out of my room, but my body 
had gone limp. Then. the thread began to empty out my neck, and 


I couldn't even turn to look at him.I lay on my back, staring up at 


the dark ceiling. I would die. Sano would empty me and I would 
die. My body would unravel’ into a cue strand, and I would die. 
A single, long, white thread. 

What would become of ae 21 had no idea: 

I had no idea, but I was suddenly really sad and I began to cry. 
I wanted to be able to cry for just a moment before I became a 
thread. My tears would wet the thread. They would be absorbed 
by the thick cotton, and that would at least feel good. . ee 

The unraveling continued, climbing from my neck to my brain, 
which was slowly turning to thread. Soon I ae be able to 
think—so what should be my last thought? _ | 

Of course! A:‘memory. Of someone I loved. 

Yoji Kaneda. | i a Noni 

I thought about. -Yoji’s fide When my b brain was nothing P but « a 
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white thread, it would probably fall to the earth in a shape that 
matched Yoji’s profile. 


But, hold on a minute... 

Wait! 

What? 

What did he look like? 

No! It couldn't be! 

I really couldn’t remember what he looked like. 
Yoji. 
Yoji. 
Yoji. 
Shit no! I couldn't remember at all. 

Yoji. ! 

Yoji. 

Yoji. 

‘Nope. I was going to become nothing but thread, but for the 


life of me I couldn’t remember. 7 
Had every bit of Yoji, every memory, turned to thread? 
No, really? | 
I wanted to see his face one more time. 

Yoji! 


‘Pitch black, and I’m still having this nightmare—nothing but 
the sound of the thread unraveling in my head, and the feeling 
that it’s being reeled in through the sole of my foot. But when I 
open my eyes it’s already morning. ..or later... The light coming in 
through the crack in the curtains looks suspiciously bright. 

_ Definitely one of the worst five nightmares of all time. 

The top of the list, though, the worst one of all time, I was at 
this funeral with all these people sitting around me, and I realized 
it was my brother’s funeral. But just as that was sinking in, the 
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guy who had killed him showed up and started 
mourners. I ran off at top speed, but he ran 
catching up with me when I suddenly noticed 
girl who lives next door—she really does, in real life—so I shoved 
her toward him. When I turned around again, she was all bloody 
and screaming hysterically, but I kept on running... 

That was one creepy nightmare. And even though it was only a 
dream, I still feel guilty whenever I see Miyuki walking by on her 
way to school. In the dream I knew exactly what I was doing: I 
was sacrificing Miyuki to that monster,to save my own skin. 

I guess I’m just a cruel bitch. Scratch away the surface and you 
get someone who'd throw her own sister or the little girl next door 
under the train to saveherselfi 


attacking all the 
after me. He was 
Miyuki, the little 


I lay on my bed and twisted my left foot around so I could: 


see the arch. No thread. Duh. But I was still relieved. There was 
something too creepy about the idea of becoming just a long piece 
of string. Spine-tingling, as they say. plate 

I felt exhausted and decided to stay in bed for a while. So as I 
lay there, I tried to remember Yoji’s face. Bingo! I could see him 
there in front of the nurse’s office after he'd rescued me from the 
bathroom, worrying about my bloody knee. I remembered! 

But why was that? Bayh i : a . 

How could I remember something when'I was awake that I 
couldn't recall when I was asleep? : : 

It was all the same brain, but it seemed like a completely different 
organ when I was sleeping. Maybe it was. Could your brain be one 
way when you're awake and then become totally another when 
you're sleeping? : | 

Or maybe there were two brains. | 


One for when you were awake, and another for. when you were 
asleep? if 
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: veird. 
ican brain—is probably oe fuzzy ~ 
youre asleep, so it can do some really wend t mall ut forg 
to do the simple, obvious tasks. It can puegine you being 5 
out into a really long string, but it cant remember the f 
boy you like. Love. Which really sucks. . 
Maybe what I need to do is carve Yoji’s face deeper into my 
brain so that a little thing like falling asleep won't make ime 
forget him again. What if sometime something really 


€ 

et hoy, 
Tetcheg 
ce of the 


terrible 

happens and I’m just about to lose consciousness, or even dying o, 
something, and what if, just as I’m blacking out, I can't remembe, 
how he looks? 

I need to be able to remember Yoji easily and quickly. 

But how? 

Well, you might start by seeing him again, Aiko. 

You've got a point, Kerstin. 

So I grabbed my phone from the table by the bed and checked 


the time. Ten minutes after noon. Luncht 
cheek on my pillow, I jot off a text. 

Good morning! Just woke up. Eating lunch? Want to skip class 
and go somewhere? Go where? He'd want to know. “To find out 
about Sano or something.” Then hed probably ask how we'd do 


that. “I’m not sure how, but there must be something we can do, 
Anyway, we should meet.” 


ime. Flat on my stomach, 


ays nice, even to him. So if there 
was any way he could manage it, he would try to help. He almost 
never skipped class, but he would probably even do that if I asked 
him. Come to think of it, he must have been skipping yesterday 
when he rescued me. I remember once, in the middle of some 
class, he stuck his hand up and said he felt dizzy. He ran out of 
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the room and never came bask He's a Series guy, pene knows 
how to handle himself when he’s got more important things to do. 

I added to the text: I have an idea about what happened to Sano. 

And it was true, I did have an idea—sort of. I wondered how 
much this would interest Yoji. 

Akihiko Sano had stayed another half hour after I left the 
hotel. Then he'd gone downstairs, stopped at the front desk to pay 
the bill, and had vanished. Nobody knew where he'd gone after 
that, but he never got home—that much was certain. Though we 
did know what had happened to his toe. At some point during the 
night, a package had been left at his house. His mother discovered 
it early the next morning, and when she opened it, she found the 
little toe from his right foot covered in plastic wrap and sealed in 
a baggie. And a note demanding ten million yen in ransom if they 
ever wanted to see their son alive again. 

That’s what I learned from the detective who came by to ask 
me about going to the love hotel with Sano that night. 

Then I realized there was something familiar about all this, 
about sending a toe toa victim’s house. I'd seen it before. But 
where? A movie. One with that gross guy in it, and with that other 
even grosser guy. And something about bowling, and a man in 
some kind of purple outfit dancing around.in slow motion after he 
gets a strike. What was it?—directed by the something-or-other 
brothers. A rich old guy's wife gets kidnapped and they send her 
toe to the husband. And then the bowling, and then somehow 
bowling and kidnapping get all mixed up. What was it called? 

Oh! And Buscemi was in it too! Steve Buscemi! I’ve been a 
huge Buscemi fan ever since Con Air—something about that long, 
lanky frame and those big round eyes, that loose mouth, he just 
gets to me. Buscemi, Buscemi. | 
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The Coen Brothers. 
That’s it! The Hudsucker Proxy! 


No, that wasn't it. I checked the old m 


my bookshelf, and it turned out that Tim R 
Fludsucher Proxy, 


and kidnapping 
Buscemi’s gross 
fat uy, and the 
John Turturro, 


Ovie programs on 
obbins was in The 
not Steve Buscemi. The movie about bowling 
was The Big Lebowski. Jeff Bridges Playeg 
friend, and John Goodman was the really grog. 
weird guy who danced after getting the strike Was 
How could I have been so far off > | 
John Goodman was so gross in The Big Lebowski that ] didnt 
! It would have come in handy about 


re of it. This lady gets kidnapped, and 
they cut off her toe and send it to her stinking-rich husband. But 
I don't temember how it all turned out. 


I seem to remember that John gave this crazy speech about 
something. 


even buy the Pprogram—shit 
now. But I remember, I’m su 


---And?...that the kidna 


Pping was all a fake. 
But I don’t really 


remember the ending. 


Pll have to rent the DVD. Maybe I can watch it with Yoji. That 
would be fun. 


Like a date. 
But I shouldn’t be thinking ab 


it with—even if it was just once! 
be more serious. 


out that right now. A guy I did 
—has been kidnapped. I have to 


But just then a text came from Yoji. Skipping class. Looking for 
Sano with Kita, Shiba €9 Satoru. Wh 


ere are you? Got things we want 
to ask you. 


What? What was he doing with those b 
ringing, and Yoji’s name came o 


bed. What good was he if he ca 


oys? My phone started 
n the display. I tossed it on the 
me with Kita, Shibg EF Satoru? We 


~~ 
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aad to bE one-on-one—anything else was claustrophobic. 
The ringtone—from Life is Beautiful—played mie — 
sgagh twice. It stopped for a minute, and then, just as I went to 
ut away The Hudsucker Proxy program, it started playing again— 
‘iad jadadada. \t played a couple more times, then stopped. 
Now that it was quiet again, I picked up the phone, erased the 
;ncoming messages, and put it away in my bag. Then I put on a 
bra, 1-shirt, and jeans, pulled up my hair and fastened it with a 
clip, put on my glasses, combed my bangs, put on some lip gloss, 
picked up my bag, and left. I was going to get The Big Lebowski; 
even if I had to watch it alone. Maybe the movie would offer some 


kind of clue to Sano’s disappearance. 


th 


But even after I got back and’ watched the DVD, my opinion 
hadnt changed: John Goodman is really gross. He’s fat and he 
doesn't listen to anybody, and he says all this dumb stuff, all of 
which is wrong and screws everything up—and still he’s clueless. 


So I really can’t stand him. But I was right: Steve Buscemi as . 


Donny is really cute. He gets killed somehow or other at the end, 
but he has this excellent, Buscemiesque way of dying. 

Any—way! The point is the kidnapping. Kidnapping. In the end, 
the kidnapping in the movie is a fake. They haven't really kidnapped 
the wife at all. They just cut off the toe of a woman in the kidnappers’ 
gang and sent it to the rich husband. And it turns out he’s tired of 
his wife anyway and realizes he could use the kidnapping to get 
tid of her. But he has to seem like he’s worried about her, so he 
hires Lewbowski—aka Jeff Bridges—the biggest slacker in LA, to 
make the payoff to the kidnappers. He’s pretty sure Lewbowski will 
fuck things up and get her killed. That’s when John Goodman gets 
involved and things get really screwed up, and everybody gets totally 
disgusted, the kidnappers, the rich guy—and me too. | 
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I thought for a while. Was Sang, 


When the movie was over, 
kidnapping based on The Big Lebowski? 


What if we assumed the kidnapping was a fi ake? 

That left you with two possibilities right off oe bat. One wag 
what John Goodman's idiot character was thinking: the victin 
had staged it herself—or himself. In other words, Sano had fakeg 
his own kidnapping. But then you had the problem of the toe, 
John Goodman kept saying the wife had cut off her own toe and 
sent it to her husband, but that’s a dumbass theory at best. Even 
an idiot like Sano wouldn’t go around cutting off his own toe. So 
he must have found someone else’s toe to send. But whose? 

But supposing he did find somebody, it still would have made 
the toe donor pretty mad, so you can assume there was a big fight 
over the donation. But maybe it didn’t stop there. Maybe Sano 
killed the owner of the toe and cut it off? Then he was guilty of 
murder in addition to faking a kidnapping...But hold on, that 
seemed all backwards. Who'd commit a murder in order to fake 
a kidnapping? Maybe he murdered the guy first and then came | 
up with the idea of staging the kidnapping—that made more _ 


_sense. That’s probably it: he committed murder and then faked 


the kidnapping to cover it up. 
Of course! That way he’d have the ransom money to start a 


new life on the run. If he didn’t reappear after the ransom was 
paid, everybody would assume the kidnappers had killed him and 


gotten rid of the body—and after a while everybody would give 


_up looking for him, and he could live happily ever after, someplace 


faraway where nobody: knew him. And if he got tired of happily 
ever after, he could always go home and say it had taken him 
all that time to escape from the kidnappers. It was foolproof i 


fora really good liar anyway. So this was a much cooler plot: 








7 y ‘ f 4 / « 
iA aso ees hy ae , ( a 
Sey EAN Nye H 1 ‘Glee | UB es Rind var a irs ea 
f iy by bir 


somebody an 
cenario Was writing itself i in my. head... 
$ 


But hold on a. “minute, Aiko. "Calih. door ‘That's the Arse 


hypoth 
happene 


somebody € 
to collect the ransom. But whio was that somebody? 


Who knew? 


din The Big Lebowski. Sano suddenly disappears, and 
Ise decides. to make it ‘look like a kidnapping i in order 


an 


I didn’t know heach ‘about! Sano’s ibid but} it Had to be i 
somebody who knew him, well ‘enough to hear crght ara that he 


! 


hadn't come home that night. 


d fake a kidnapping 'to cover it on The whole movie : 


esis. What about number two? Which was, just like what 


Sano’s friends? He had lots, ‘boys 2 and girls, sO » there were pen " 


of suspects. It made my! ‘brain hurt to ‘think, about ity’ 


And the toe was still a problem. iL, decided to think on that ; 


again for a while. Tf someone else’ was involved, ‘where'd he get ae 


a toe? fhiaslinetat eg Neh 
It was the same deal: no. one. was going t to cmils aweetly hile 





you cut off his toe, sO there was: still a major battle with whoever 


wanted to fake the kidnapping. ‘And maybe: he got ‘killed and it 


turned into murder again. But i it ‘still didn’t make sense to commit | 
murder just to fake a ‘Kidnapping, $0. you | had to turn it around | 


again and figure someone else besides” Sano had committed 


murder and then staged the kidnapping to get ransom: money in, 


order to disappear, Could be. Or maybe not. u 


Or there was still another. possibility: one of Sano’sf friends Had 


Killed somebody and then Sano had agreed. to help that kid by 

faking the kidnapping. You’ couldn't put. it past $ Sano, to come ‘up 

with the idea of trying to get. ransom money out of bis own, parents | 
No, maybe not. That seemed like. a stretch. . heh 


Okay, then suppose Sano did it all himself andlol once he had the 


. iy 
ney he gave it to his friend t tor run n away. with. That ney he could cath 
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later show up at home spouting crap anu eal the Menapiers 
had let him go. That was possible too, wasnt it? 

But now I had a bunch of maybes and no way to figure out 
which theory made the most sense. Maybe it was ied ae nie 
allow for all the possibilities to be true at once. Or something like 
that. Anyway, I was pretty sure it was a case of Lebowski—the 
kidnapping was a fake. But then didn’t it also make sense that the 
murder had come first?... 

Probably. 

All of that assumes, though, that it’s impossible to cut off your 
own toe. But is it? If you were getting ten million yen, couldn't you 
part with one little toe? oO 

Maybe. I bet I could, under the right circumstances. Ten million 
yen for one toe. Pretty decent trade. All you had to do, aside from 
cutting it off, was write a scary note, send it with the toe, collect 
the ransom—and go home. Mission accomplished. 

Even better: if your mom and dad put the toe in the freezer 
and you got home real quick, you might even be able to get to the 
hospital and have it sewn back on. 


In that case, for that one second of pain, you'd have the ransom 
money and your toe. 

Nice! Who couldn't stand a little pain for that? You'd be singing 
all the way to the bank. Given the chance, anybody would do it. 
Shit, I could do it right now! 


Ten million yen. You could buy a whole lot of stuff with that. 


For the next half hour I flipped through Ofive and Spring and 
some of the other magazines I had on my shelf, thinking about 
what I could buy with that kind of money. 


_ 'That’s when Yoji showed up. 
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«Not much going on, I sce!” he said. And then, “What did you 
think you were doing, messing up Maki like that? How could 


ou screw UP the prettiest face in the class?” Then. he laughed. I 
e it did bother him a little that Td hurt Maki, but I doubted | 


suppos 
he was really blaming: me. He had figured out right away in the 


bathroom that they intended to crucify me. So he had resctied me, 

then went back to help Maki, and now was able to laugh about it 
and make the whole thing into a joke—mostly to make me feel 
better. Pretty sweet. And shy too. When he'd left me at: ‘the nurse’s 
office, pretending to be worried about Maki, it wasn't really her 
he was thinking of. He knew what hell my School, life would be if 
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everybody found out that I had taken ona popular girl like ee 


even to avoid crucifixion. He felt. sorry for’ me, but he was too! 


embarrassed to tell me straight out, and so he'd run off to’ help ae 


her and now was laughing about it to hide how he really | felt.. 
Orat least that’s how I saw it. Anyway, asking me why! Td inated } 


her up” was so000 much cooler than just telling : me to cheer up or | 


something—the kind of thing other people would hhave said. And 


it had been waaaay | better JUS to leave n me at the nurse S s office like ant 


that. Waaay. 


Still, it did sound a little ‘ike Ke was ‘more snorted about 4 1 
Maki than me, so as he was: taking off his shoes i in the doorway | eos e yl 


kicked him—my patented Aiko whip kick, a roundhouse to. the: 3) 
upper body that I learned. from: my) brother. My bare. foot struck: “i i 


his arm—chiban!—and he bent double, letting | out, a ‘little yelp. 


trouble. ! | 
“Thug,” he muttered. oh : a ae \ nt i i " a ay 
"You deserved it.” FERN a errno aL 


Humpf. Drop dead. Noy on | second shoe that ee ae a 
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e the patience to teach the Ways of 


foolish, violent girl.” 
k, Didn't you hear? God is deag» 


that?” 


‘Dear God, please grant ™ 

peace and nonviolence to this 
“Say your prayers, you lousy mon 
“Where'd you learn to kick like 
“My brother taught me.” 


Pid 
i and dad around: 
“Figures. Anyway, are your mom 
“No...” 
“Then let’s go!” ; 

inute? 


“Okay, but why not come in foram 
“No, I think we should go out.” , 
“Okay, but what about Kita and Shiba and the others? 
“Gone.” 

So...he didn't want to come in because he was alone. Didnt 
want to be alone with me—when it would have been such a 
perfect chance. Perfect for me, anyway. 

“Uhhh,” I murmured. 

“What?” 

What? “There’s something I need to get first. Come in for just 
a second.” 

“T’'ll just wait here,” he said. 

“But it may take a minute, even longer.” 

“No problem. Take your time.” 

“But we've got these great cookies you can eat while you wait.’ 

“No thanks. Don’t bother.” 

Ooooh, what a dummy. “Okay, hold on a minute,” I said, and 
ran up the stairs to pretend to get something I had pretended to 
need. I stood at the top of the stairs, conscious of him waiting 
below at the door. He’s here! In my house! What to do? What 
to do? This might be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I had to 
get him up the stairs and, if possible, into my room. But how? Id 
bought some time with the bit about needing to come up to g¢ 
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gomething: But how was I going to get him up here? And how 

was 1 going to get him to fall into my bed? I went into my room, 
olans spinning in my head, and closed the door behind me. Then 
| started picking up all the stuff I had flung everywhere. All those 
magazines, empty cans, half-empty bottles, shirts and sweatpants 
Id stripped off and thrown on the bed—but holy crap! It would 
take forever to pick it all up. No good. I couldn't bring Yoji in here. 
Looks like today was a no-go. Maybe a love hotel? 

J should have six thousand yen or so in my wallet—just about 
enough for a love hotel with the daytime discount. It would 
probably seem weird for the girl to pay for the room, but I was 
willing to do anything for Yoji. | 

Okay. I climbed out of my jeans and chine into some ‘really 
pretty Triumph panties I'd just, bought. And the matching bra. 
Quick check of the pits and. pubs, adjust. the eyebrows; comb 
through my hair, then back into the jeans and a shirt, Perfect. 
But...why was I so fotally nervous? I guess. ‘because the idea of 


doing it with Yoji was suddenly getting real. i could tell I was 


already a little wet down there. | 

Wait a minute! Don't get ahead of yourself C Calm on Aiko. 
Nothing was decided yet.'Too soon for those love j juices. 3 
But try telling thee to the j juices. Did I need to change panties 
again? ar Wiel ta ety 
No point really. And these were ¢ the cutest anyway, 


I stuffed my wallet, cell phone, a mirror, yand a hankie into my © 
purse and slung it over my shoulder: Then T left. my room.and | 


went back downstairs. No. sign of Yoji.. I put « on my's shoes and went 
outside. There he was—standing on the other side, of the street pt by 


a telephone pole—not even looking this way. 


Tlocked the door behind me and crossed the street to jwhere he » 
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Was standing. But in the few seconds i it took me to get there, MY 


er: ity i 
‘iy jeter ' Gt} 
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“No worries. Is there a park somew 
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ng and bending all out of shape 


heart started pounding and flutteri 
ae chest. Scary stuff. 


and just about jumping out of my 


“Sorry I took so long,” I managed to say. : 
here around here? 


_ “Not exactly, but there’s this little playground just down the street” 


“Why don’t we go there?” 

We set off together, shoulder to shoulder. I couldn't believe | 
was walking along through my neighborhood with Yoji. It was 
like a dream. I could barely talk. 

'. “What were you doing?” he asked suddenly. 

What was I doing? I was changing my panties. “What was ] 

doing when?” I said. 


. Just now,” he said. “You said you needed to get something” 


“T did? Uh, I’ve been thinking about a lot of stuff today, and ] 


i guess I’m a little dazed.” 


“Are you okay?” he asked. “You shouldn't let yourself get so 
worked up about everything.” 
- “Everything?” I was only worked up about one thing. 
“You know, Sano and Maki and everything.” 
Was he kidding? “I’m not worried about any of that.” J really 


: wasnt. Yoji was the only thing on my mind. 


“Okay, forget it.” 


“Well, I suppose I was thinking about Sano being kidnapped.” 
“Who wouldn't be?” 


“So,” T said, “what do you think happened?” 
“What do I think? I think somebody grabbed him and took 


4 him ‘someplace. I’ve been trying to figure it out myself. Who'd 
‘have the motive?” 


Motive? The only reason you kidnap somebody is for money: 


_ And there were lots of people who wanted money. In fact, just 


about all of us did—including me. Not an hour ago I'd been 
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eninking I would cut off my own toe if the Price were 

J started to tell Yoji about my idea. How Sano had probably 
faked the whole thing himself. Yoji walked along beside m 
istening but not saying anything. I was just explaining how ts 
could have managed it when we got to the playground. 

“Makes sense, doesn't it?” Yoji looked a little skeptical. 

“Maybe,” he said. “But a few things’ in your theory don't quite 
add up.” : 

Huh? “Like what?” 

“Well, for one thing, they said the toe had started to stink by 
the time his mother found it. That means it was cut off a while 
ago. Which also means it was too late to reattach it. If he’d been 
planning to have it sewn back. on like you said, he would have put 
‘t on ice and had it delivered as: fast: as. he could.” 

Now that he mentioned it, that did make sense. TE Ty were going 
to part with my toe, even for j just a little while, I wouldn't treat it like 
shit. ’d want to ice it up and wrap i it carefully. Maybe « even put it in 
areally pretty box and deliver it myself, leave it somewhere obvious 
so they'd be sure to: find it right away, ‘then ring the doorbell and 
run like hell. Would that be too much to. ask for your own toe? 


good enough. 
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“And he would have been wotried about how. ‘long it'would) 


take to collect the ransom. If he wanted : to have the t toe reattached y 


he would have been in a big hurry.” 


He had me there. Oh well. 


“When you think about, it, your. heoryia doesnt + hake sense. sei 
And there’s one other hole in it. It seems Sano’s parents couldn't | : 
get their hands on anything like ten ‘million. yen. They look, sort)!" 


of rich, but they don’t have that kind of t money. They would have 
had to sell their house to get it. In ‘that case Sano, wouldn't have 


had anywhere to come home to after, getting | the ransom, and he Ns 


knew that.” Olid Mtl Ue vee fe te aay 
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- “I see what you mean, but how do you know all that stuff? 


asked. 
“Know all what stuff?” Yoji said. 
“That the Sanos didn't have the money and all.” 
“Tt was on their website.” 
“Website?” 
“You didn’t know? Sano had his own website, 
dad posted stuff about the kidnapping. Everybody was talking 


and his mom ang 


- about it. Then they started this fundraiser to get the ransom 
‘money together. Said they would still need two million yen more 


after they'd sold off everything they owned, that they'd have to sel] 
the house in three days’ time if they couldn't raise the whole ten 


million. It’s all there, right on their site.” 
“No way!” Some people have no self-respect. Then again, their 


son had been kidnapped. “So did they get the two million?” 


“Tt doesn't look like it. I think everybody thought it was a joke.” 
Who wouldn't? Something like that appearing all of a sudden on 
the web—looks kind of fishy. e | 
“Then last night they added a link to Voice of Heaven, and 


_ everybody started posting on the bulletin board and it went totally 


viral: It was crazy. Apparently that was the end of his mom and 


_. dad’s attempt to raise the money.” 


Of course it was. You can't put anything true on the web. You 
cant tell people what you really want—or need. You can't get your 
prayers answered by tossing them into some fictional universe. 

Pretty pitiful. Sano’s mom and dad...and their prayers. 
Pretty pitiful to ask when you know ahead of time no one is 


going to.answetr. 


“So they'll have to sell the house,” I said. 
- “Don't say that—or at least don't make it sound so simple. 
Where would they go?” 
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is ae emits ee they'll still have to sell the 
house: +! Y §¢ the situation, you have to change 
now you deal with it, change the whole game.” S 
“[ suppose youre right. But that’s why I want to: find Sano 

pefore it comes to that. That would solve the problem.” 

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. But it also sounded practically impossible. 
[ mean, especially if Sano hadn't faked the whole thing—I mean if 
| he really had been kidnapped, and a real kidnapper had cut off his 
toe and really sent it to his house and wanted real ransom money. 
That was truly scary. Totally creepy. No? 

“You've got to stop sticking your nose into stuff you don't 
understand, bile It might be dangerous.” : 

“Don't worry,” he said. “I’m not alone. There are a bunch of us.’ 

“Then you should leave it to the bunch. Why don’t we ve forget 
about it for now and do’ fomerbite ol else?” 

“Don't be ridiculous!” he said. . 

Why did everybody | care. sO. heh what happened to Sano? 
Were he and Yoji really such good friends? 

“I didn’t think you ‘and Sano. hung out together,” said, sitting 
down on some sort of ‘playground ride that looked like a pink bear 
stuck on a spring. The bear tipped over, and I went with it. 

“That has nothing to do with it ;’ Yoji said. “rf somebody’s hurting 
right in front of you and you can do.something to help, you do it. I 
don't get worked up about trying to save refugees i in Ethiopia, but 
when some guy in our class has been kidnapped, then I cant | help 
worrying—and trying to do something. Who wouldn't?” 

You're right, Yoji. Not many people would say it out loud, but 
you're right: sympathy has limits: and borders. Even if somebody i is 
really hur ting, writhing in pain, if, the pain i is happening far away, 
or if it somehow doesn't. seem real, then almost nobody would 








: j 
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take the trouble to lend « a hand or. walk across thes street ‘or ever)" 
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directions. I’m always like, “Pooor baby!” 


ASURA GIRL 


So much as glance sideways. That's natural enough—just the Wa 
things are—but no one is willing to admit it. The urge to help ay 7 
to stay out of it always seem to be at odds somehow. 

I suppose people can only do what they want to do. 

Or maybe that’s not right. | wanted a Yoji waihio was some 
kind of hero, who was willing to help anybody, not just Nizakj re 
Urayasu or Sano from our class, but the refugees in Ethiopia 0, 
the man in the moon or aliens lost in some wormhole. 

But there was nobody like that, and it might be scary if there 
were. A guy like that would have to spend all his time trying to 
Preserve his hero image. So I guess I’d rather have an honest, 
forthright Yoji. He’s cuter that way anyway. 

Still, even if it was just to preserve his image, it might be nice 


_if he wanted to help Ethiopian refugees or the man in the moon 


or aliens from another dimension. I think I would like a guy like 
that. Everybody’s got a self-image to protect. 

Still, it’s probably best to leave the refugees and the aliens and 
the man in the moon to a real hero. The rest of us—Yoji and me 
and everybody else—we have a lot of other stuff on 
real life. With all that to keep us busy, 
and our desire for them to fuck off end 


our plates, like 
our sympathy for others 
up tugging us in opposite 


and then the next.minute 
like, “Dumb asshole!” But then who isn’t? 


But I really do want Yoji to turn out to be a hero. I want his 
compassion, his “poor baby,” to win out over his “dumb asshole.” 
And if he went running off to Ethiopia or the moon or another 
space-time dimension, well, I’d 80 right along with him. 

No, what am I] saying? I totally love Yoji just the way he is. 

And he was sitting next to me right now, not saying anything, 
just swaying back and forth on the neck of a springy giraffe. The 
paint was peeling and the yellow spots looked even spottier. J 
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a pretty sure he must be feeling a little embarrassed right now, 
inking he’d been too honest, that he'd said some stuff he didn’t 
need 10 SAY. He probably couldn’t figure out what to say next, not 
until ] spoke up. So he just sat there—bounced there—watching 
me and looking a little sheepish. 

[ should really say something, I thought. 

On the other hand, why bother? 

So there it was: the tug-of-war between care and not care. 

Shit! My heart was pretty puny. It looked like my urge to avoid 
trouble was going to win out, even with a guy I really liked. But 
that was wrong. Just plain wrong! 

SOsins 

“So, Yoji.” Was that what I should say? “Do you think you can 
find Sano?” How was that? | 

“No way of telling,” he said. “But there’s been no trace of him 
since that night. Looks like you were the last one to see him.” 

“Somebody’s hiding something.” 

“Could be,” he said. 

I was the last one to see him. What of it? “So do you think I'm 
involved too?” 

“Me? No, of course not! Why would you want to kidnap Sano?” 

“You're right, why would I>” 

“That’s what I said. So why would I suspect you?” 
: “So why don't you stop saying that I was the last one to see 

im>” 

“That doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a fact. Nobody’s making 
any more of it than that.” | 

‘Fine, then drop it. I don’t want to hear any more about it.” 

Fine. But there’s something I want to ask you, if you dont mind.” 


“What?” | 3 
Do you think there might be some guy who likes you?” 


Bt 
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I played dumb. But I felt like somebody had punched me ; 
back of the head. “What are you talking about?” I held my breath 

“I was just thinking that a guy who liked you would be Pretn, 
mad that you and Sano went to a love hotel together, and that 
might be the one who kidnapped Sano. It seems like a Possibit 
Of course, I could be all wrong.” , 

“What are you talking about? You've got to be kidding me» 

“Why do you say that? It’s not impossible.” 

“It’s totally impossible. Because there isn’t some guy who likes me. 

“How can you be so sure? It might be some guy you dontt even 
know.” . 

“A guy I don’t know...?” You asshole! Drop dead. Right nov, 
Yoji, drop dead! Disappear. Dissolve. Become nothing. Every last 
trace of your mortal existence. 


N the 


“T guess it was a dumb idea.” 

If it was a dumb idea, then apologize. 

“Sorry,” he said. Then he looked away, and as I glanced at his 
profile I knew that my cute Triumph bra and panties were not 
going to be making their debut anytime soon. And I'd gone to all 
that trouble to change, and they were really cute. Oh well. I didnt 
even want to have sex with Yoji anymore. Not really. Probably 
not anyway. Whatever. I just wanted him to leave. To disappeat. 
How totally annoying. It was all so pointless. Pointless, pointless, 
pointless! Really for real, Yoji, just fuck off and DIE! 

I wanted to get up and leave, but at the same time I wa 
terrified he would just say “bye” and let me go. So I couldnt move 
I also couldn't bear to look at him anymore. I wanted to ask him 
how he could sit there with that blank look on his face knowi"é 
that Sano and I had been to a love hotel, how he could ask me 
all those stupid questions about other guys who might like me. 
knew how: he didn’t care about me af all. I felt paralyzed sitting, 
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shere next to him, felt pathetic as hell. 
chit, 1 was not going to cry. I was Starting to cry. Oh, oh oh 
ayes were burning. I elenched my teeth and looked doth af sl 
ground under the weird, pink rocking-bear. But when I Squinted 
it felt like the tears were going to start. I couldn't breathe. One falas 
move and the dam would burst. My heart was beating like craz. 
Shit, | could practically hear it! My tem : 


ples started pounding, and 
all of a sudden there they were: major tears. I was looking at the 


ground, so my hair was probably giving me some camouflage, but 
that wouldn't work for long. He'd figure out what was going on 
pretty quick. Maybe I should run home. But somehow the short 
distance to the house suddenly seemed really far. Especially since 
I was frozen, unable to stand up or walk two steps. The last thing 
I wanted was for Yoji to hear me sniffling and sobbing. Yet I could 
tell if I moved even the tiniest muscle, I'd start bawling out loud. 
Totally embarrassing. ; 

I willed myself to sit perfectly still or risk humiliation. 

Shit! SHIT! It wasn’t going to work! I couldn't stand it. I was 
going to cry. And it was going to be one honking flood of tears. 
Why not? I was really sad. 1 wanted to cry. Embarrassing or not, it 
didn't really matter anymore. I could feel the sobs and the sniffles 
and the snot working their way up my throat, marching up like 
they were about to attack. My hands were numb from being balled 
Up so tight. 

And then, just as I was thinking, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, this is 
it...just as I was about to lose it, Yoji stood up as if he was about 
to walk away. 

‘T don't believe it,” he murmured. Was that lucky timing, of 
what? Or whaz? In one blast, I breathed...out everything I had 


; and—then | 
es holding inside, then took a few gulping gasps and poe 
Ost it, | | 


63 


64 


ASURA AIRE 


“Hiii...ku, fu, evcee, ggu, fuu.. ” [couldn't believe how Pathetic} 
sounded—couldr’t believe this was coming from my own Mouth 

And getting louder every second. It was out of contol I Wanted 
to cry, and that’s what I was doing. What was wrong with that 
wanted somebody to tell me that it was okay for anybody ag g, 4 
as I was to cry her eyes out for as long as she wanted. But then 
just as all my blubbering and yelping was about to jack up to some 
new and more disgusting level, I noticed, out of the corner of my 
eye, that Yoji was standing a little ways off...talking to someone) 
“What do you think you're doing?” he was saying. 

You idiot! Yoji! You asshole! I’m bawling my eyes out here and 
you don’t even notice. Asshole! Drop dead! Do you hear me, Yoji? 
DROP DEAD! 

“You can't do that here,” he was saying, his voice getting really 
stern. “Don’t you know where you are? I’m calling the police.” This 
made me look up. I didn’t even care if he saw me like this. And 
anyway, if 1 didn’t look up he'd never realize I was crying. 

But did I get a shock—enough to stop me mid-sob, like I was 
sucking back the tears, which had mostly been for show anyway. 

Because now I saw why Yoji sounded so mad: he was standing 
in front of a couple who were on a bench next to the swings, no 
more than a few yards away. The man’s pants were down around 
his ankles and the woman's skirt was tucked up to her waist, and 
they were going at it, right there. No doubt about it, they were 
doing it. They were bumping uglies, and they didn’t seem to cart 

who saw, much less that Yoji was pissed off. There they were, in 
broad daylight, on a park bench, almost fully clothed, fucking 
their brains out. But one look told you this wasn’t some pervet 
thing they were doing—because the whole time they were 8018 
at it, the whole time he kept putting it in and taking it out 

putting it in and grinding it all around, they were both crying 
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their eyes out. And Be tears had nothing to do with the ones I 
had just been shedding. They weren't working themselves up and 
making themselves cry to make a point about something, the way 
[ had been. You could tell that these tears had come pouring out 
all by themselves. I could see the difference right away. Because 
my tears had been fake, and theirs were totally real, Maybe it was 
pecause 1 had just been crying fake tears that I knew the real thing 
when 1 saw them. bis 

But shit! If they were doing it in broad daylight on a park 
bench, why were they crying, real tears or not? It did look kind of 
cool, kind of out there, to be doing it right in the open like that; 
but somehow I could tell there was nothing fake or showy about 
either the tears or the sex. They weren't exhibitionists—somehow 
I knew that right off the bat. They were crying because they 
couldn't stop from crying, and they were fucking because they 
couldn't keep from fucking. Of course they were. If they weren't, 
why did they go on doing it—crying and fucking—even when 
Yoji went right up and told them to stop? 

I gave a little rub to my cheeks—but the fake tears had dried 
in no time. . 

“I said cut it out!” Yoji said, whipping out his cell phone. “I'm 
really going to call the cops.” I hauled myself up off the pink bear 
and went over to him. 

By this time, the guy had started moaning, but the woman 
looked up and murmured, “Go ahead, call them. Do whatever 
you want. It doesn’t matter.” We could see everything now, the 
skin and pubs rubbing together between the rolled-up skirt and 


the pulled-down pants, and hear the sound—gucha gucha, chappo 


‘happo. There was something so sad about it that I started feeling 


ma again, but in a whole different way. . 
Tm not kidding,” Yoji said, starting to punch buttons © 


n his” 
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phone. “I’m really calling them. 
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” So I reached around from behing 


d grabbed it out of his hand. AL ae | 
an ‘Hey? an Bac el “Give it back, Katsura. This is disgusting 


What if some kids were to walk by?” But ; ae Sera 
Instead, I just stood there, looking at ead crying and their 
plastered-together parts. “Give it back,” he repeated. . 

I knew who they were: Takaaki and Sayaka Yoshiba. They 
had three sons, triplets named Shin’ichi, Koji, and cuza, and all 
three boys had been killed by someone who called himself the 
Round-and-Round Devil. The bodies had been completely 
dismembered—arms, legs, and heads cut off—and the pieces had 
been left along the banks of the Tama River. The Round-and- 
Round Devil was still at large. 

So even if this didn’t exactly give them the right to sit on a park 
bench bawling—and balling—it seemed only fair, to me anyway, 
that we should let them go at it, at least for a while longer. These 
were real tears, and if they couldn't stop themselves from fucking 


while they were crying them, then so be it. At least that’s the way 
I felt about it. 


And they did seem pretty much determined to keep at it for 
the time being, but just as Yoji was about to interrupt them again, 
things got even weirder. A guy appeared out of nowhere, ran up 
to the bench, stared down at the couple, did this dramatic kind 
of double take—“Whooooa”—and stood there with this bizarte 
look on his face. But it wasn’t just his look that was weird—it was 
everything about him. He was wearing a pink polo shirt tucked 
into chinos. A little Hello Kitty doll hung off his backpack. He 
was pale as a ghost and wore these big glasses that were almost 
covered by long bangs. And he had on this really weird hat. The 
whole effect was gross—like that. disgusting guy on TV, Bondo 
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os. ws beginning to think it was something about this park, 

But almost as soon as he appeared, the woman, who had 

ont completely hot for it until that moment, suddenly pulled 
si fom het husband and rolled down her skirt—I assumed 
- must know the weird guy somehow. And then the man, Mr. 
Yoshiba, began slowly pulling up his pants, though he still had a 
pard-on, and when he was decent again, he got up and walked 
away without saying a word. 

But the Bondo guy was all squirmy and giggly. “Sorry,” he 
said. “Did I interrupt something?” Then he turned to the woman, 
apologized again, and ran out of the park, his long hair and Hello 
Kitty doll bouncing all the way. 

By this time Yoji and I were pretty freaked out, so we turned 
around and headed back ourselves. ! 

WTF. 

I remembered I had been crying, but I couldn't remember why 
anymore. 

Why should I when the tears weren't even real? 


The Yoshibas live right near me. You go a little north until you 
hit the Nogawa River, turn left and follow the bank for about five 
minutes, then down this little alley. It’s right there. The whole 
Place was crawling with media until just recently, clogging up the 


“Meets with cars and bikes and nosy neighbors and gawkers. It 


‘a * tegular madhouse. But that was over now. It'd been more 
it ‘wo months since the Round-and-Round Devil kidnapped 
tle Shinichi, Koji, and Yuzo, cut them up, and dumped them 
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e then, a slasher in Nigata Prefect, 
g center stabbing everyone in sigh 


He managed to kill seven people and wound five more before 
heading for the hills. Everybody was really ee for a week o, 
so until they found his body—he had committed suicide, And 
then there were the three families living tooth-to-jowl in Tottoy 
Prefecture. A three-way feud that had been simmering for mo;, 
than a decade boiled over one night. Weapons of choice: kitchen 
knives, hatchets, aluminum bats, lead pipes. Casualty count: foy; 
dead, twelve seriously injured. Afterwards, there was an eyen 
bigger stink in the village when they found out that the whok 
thing had been stirred up by a woman who wasnt even related to 
any of the three families. She took off out of the village, and the 
media followed her with helicopters and everything, and in the 
end just about everybody in Japan was watching the chase on live 
TV—and nobody even seemed to remember the mass murderer 
in our neighborhood anymore. 

But to get back to my story, in the two years leading up to 
the Round-and-Round Devil killing the boys, he had apparently 
killed seven cats and four dogs—maybe more—and left notes by 
the bodies, labeling them “Souvenirs of a Visit from the Round- 
and-Round Devil.” There were even little pictures with some of 
them—supposedly drawn by the Monster himself. I’m not sure 
what they showed, but they said they were these weird whirlpool 
shapes. Shit, it was all just copycat stuff, riffing off those no™ 
about the “Bamoidoki God” left by that Sakakibara kid who cut 
off that little boy’s head, or that other killer who called himself the 
“Jawakutora God.” 

You shouldn't go stealing other people’s gods. 

But then isn't all religion a matter of stealing in the first P 

The “teligious spirit”—a big rip-off? 


in a heap by the river. Sinc 
had run through a shoppin 


Jace? 
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je all about a - zeros who suddenly panic and figuie 
sheyve got to find something to go nuts over, 5 


0 they look around 
averywhere and they see other losers Praying their guts out to the 
gky of a cross or some statue, and they figure “Shit! That looks 


good” and they end up doing the same thing—that’s all religion is, 
deep down. Then there’s missionary work—spreading the Good 
News—which is even worse. You go out and find other frustrated, 
pathetic fuckers and sell them the same crap, tell them to pray to 
the same whatever until they’re dead. But you know, I dontt really 
give a shit what people do—fool each other, copy each other, even 
help each other; as long as they don't bug other people, it’s all 
good with me. But when it comes to these really pathetic bastards 
who use a bogus religion or their “principles” or “ideology” as an 
excuse to kill cats or dogs or little kids—well they can just fuck 
off and die. 

So as for the creep who calls himself the Round-and-Round 
Devil...well, you pretty much know what he can do. 

The little notes he left—those were totally like his calling card: 
like, “Round-and-Round Devil man was here!” But what the hell 
were those stupid whirlpool drawings? Self-fucking-portraits? So 
then maybe he isn’t even human. But of course he’s human, so 
What we've really got is a killer who is some sort of immature 
child, completely fucked up in the head and unable to tell the 
difference between this bogus Round-and-Round Devil god and 
the (human) idiot who made him up and worships him—an idiot 
Who can't tel] the difference between subject and object. 

Or maybe just a kid. 

These days it always turns out to be kids who do really he : 

. shit. Almost like it’s some kind of fad. Come to think of it, 

"ts do seem to be pretty fashion conscious, in their own way: 

hen they're thinking of dering somebody, I bet they Br 
g of murdering 3 


d-: 
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through all the possible ways and think, Well, aid : totally last 
week, or That’s definitely trending, or That’s going to be al] the 
rage this fall. They need a fashion sense to sniff out the Season’ 
coolest way to kill. 

My brother told me that in the old days murderers digy, 
usually cut up bodies. In those days, when you cut up a body i 
was because you wanted a lot of pieces to scatter around in Places 
where a lot of people could see them. You didn't cut up a body 
with the idea of keeping the murder a secret. But then someone 
discovered that cutting up a body made it easier to carry it away 
and bury it, and then a lot of people caught on and everybody 
started doing it. A fad, in other words. 

Now you've got all these morons with their made-up-gods—of 
course a//] gods are made up—and murdering children in their 
name in totally gross ways, and it doesn't look like that fad is going 
away anytime soon. It’s starting to get annoying. All these sick 
fucks who kill for their god. And just because the killers happen 
to be kids this time, that doesn’t mean it’s going to make it seem 
all new and fresh, at least not for long it isn’t. In fact, I’m way over 
them already. Drop dead, you fuckers. Who gives a fuck about 
you or your little monster gods? And anybody who thinks they're 
cute or funny or interesting can go to hell right along with them, 
right now. | 

And I’m not the only one who feels this way. That “Voice of 
Heaven” group that formed during the Sakakibara bullshit has 


been trying to find out who the Round-and-Round Devil is and 


get someone to kill him. As soon as the news came out, they started 
a campaign on their blog to “Flush the Round-and-Round Tut 
Down the Toilet.” They even collected signatures of supporte® 
and a whole lot of money for a legal defense fund for any het 
who managed to off the asshole. Pretty cool. I hope someone dats 
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gush the Round-and-Round Turd straight down 


: : the cra 
n. 1 mean it, because just about everybody is g Pper, and 


ick as hell of his 


$00 
pullshit self. 

Yoji and I were walking pace from the playground, and I was 
thinking about all this stuff, thinking how these mass 
assholes never gave up. Then Yoji interrupted to tel] me 

“Did you hear that those Voice of Heaven guys 
middling in Chofu>” 

“Middling?” ‘ 

“Tt means ‘grab every middle school kid you see and beat the 
hell out of him.” 

“You're kidding.” 

“They're convinced the Round-and-Round Devil is a middle 
school kid, and they say they want to smoke him out, like you 
smoke an animal out of its hole.” 

“I don't get it.” 

“It’s a threat—they’re telling the middle school kids that if they 
don’t find out which one of them is the Round-and-Round Devil 
and hand him over soon, they’re all going to get it.” 

“But how do they know for sure he’s in middle school?” 

“They don’t. But they don’t care. That’s the way Voice of Heaven 
operates. They jump to conclusions and then run with them.” 

“You're serious?” 

“Unfortunately, yes. The ones doing the beating are these big 
aithead V of H bruisers, egged on by the little scrawny computer 


-murderer 
the latest, 
have been 


geeks who've never been in a fight in their lives. But the ones 
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éctting the crap beat out of them are just regular middle school _ 


Nids. Tet they have no idea what hit them. Think how they must. 


feel when suddenly, out of the blue, somebody starts pounding on 


“a And it’s happening all over Chofu.” 
Por real?” I said, 
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“For real,” said Yoji. F 

“But I suppose that’s just the way of the world, 

“Not my world. I don’t think we should take it lying down,” 

“Maybe not, but what can we do about it? . z 

“Fight back—beat up anybody we meet who's been middling » 

I guess I could see his point. But now that I'd seen the Yoshiba, 
crying and doing it like that, ] knew that fighting back Wasnt 
always the answer. There was something to be said for just giving 
up, just saying fuck it and letting things slide for a while to gee 
how they develop. Just maybe, doing nothing might turn out to be 
the best thing, might even be the thing that catches the Round- 
and-Round Devil. I suggested this to Yoji. 

“Don't be an idiot, Katsura,”he said. “We've got to do something, 
Those Voice of Heaven thugs are hurting people. They're too 
anxious to get results. They're pissed off, and even though they 
don't really know who they're pissed off az they just can’t stand it, 
so they go around picking on whomever they choose, almost at 
random. But it’s nothing but a diversion. And they'll never catch 
the Round-and-Round like that.” 

“You're right, I guess.” There was, of course, something in 
what Yoji was saying. On the other hand, they were at least doing 
something, and 1 didn't feel like criticizing anybody who was 
actually trying to bring down the Monster. Let them give it a try, 
I thought, even if their method was full of shit. It was better than 





doing nothing. Though I did feel bad for the middle school kids ~ 


who were getting beat up. 


After that, we walked along for a while without saying much. 
I was feeling a little bad that the poor Yoshibas’ consolation fuck 
had been interrupted back there. They didn't seem to have much 
of anything left, so why shouldn't they fuck their brains out? 0" 
the other hand, there was something screwy—if you'll pardon 


_-about doing it right there on the |; 
che Pe Yel had been right to try to stop ee gone, So 
ie ally better for them? If it was me and I was me Which 
ess I'd rather they let me go on and do it ni horny, 

an outside observer it sure looked like it sade 


it, to h 
i ped bat with all that crying atid all. urt more than 
it ne 


Yoji seemed to be more worried about some hypothetical kid who 
night show up at the park than about the Yoshibas, which is why he 
wied to stOP them. And of course he was tight. Still, he could have 


shown 2 little more consideration for the unhappy couple. | 


Though that’s probably totally wrong. You can’t do it right out 


7a 


in the open like that, cock and twat to the wind. Makes a bad | 7 


impression on the minds of our youth. Not to mention any adult’ 


who happens by. I mean, who wouldn't be messed up by seeing 
something ¢hat sad? Two grown people, fucking their heads off 
and crying their eyes out. 
Still, you had to feel sorry for them. Totally sad sex brought 
on by a totally sad situation—so why not at least let them finish? 
Sure you should. But then another thought occurred to me: 
the Yoshibas had lost their kids under the grossest, most totally 


terrible circumstances, but maybe out of that horribleness some’ 


new kind of sex had been born. Almost like holding all that 
sadness in your arms and fucking the sadness itself. Sex born out 


of the death of children. I know it sounds bad when you put itlike 


that, but sex that makes use of pain. | 


The human need for sexis as strong as the need for food—another 


idea I got from my brother, but I think so too. And sometimes that 


heed wins out, even over the sadness of losing your kids. Maybe lust _ 


ae stubborn it can even find a way to take advantage of the death 
** three Little boys, to make some amazing fucking. 


Which is a totally shitty thought. 
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ive is a pretty shitty thi 

But then I guess the human st ie : pene a ae b 

Though I also guess that a hitty sex drive . 
here. Our very existence pawn on Shuey, : 

ou think about it. 

i he ae no that the Yoshibas’ sex was absolutely that 
kind of sex, but it pretty much looked that way to me, | 

Yoji and I talked about the Voice of Heaven for a. wails. Then, 
when we got to my house, we somehow just couldn't Say S00dbye, 

Of course, I didn’t want him to go—though part of me also 
wanted to get away from him. Still, there was more stuff I Wanted 
to say before we went our separate ways. 

And I’m not sure why, but Yoji seemed to be in no hurry to 
leave either. Maybe he was worried that seeing the Yoshibag 
had somehow traumatized me. Or maybe he wanted to find out 
whether there was a guy somewhere who liked me and would be 
jealous about Sano—though all that already seemed like ancient 
history now. Or maybe there was something else he wanted to say. 
Or maybe he didn’t have anythin 


g to say but just wanted to hang 
around with me a little more...or not. 


Yep. Or not. “Well then, ’'ll be seeing you,” he said. “Are you 
coming to school tomorrow?” 


“I don't know,” I told him. “Are your” 
“Probably. I’m not sure I can do anything more about Sano.” 
“That was pretty amazin 


g,’ I said, “seeing them fucking like that.” 
“What? Oh, yeah, amazing.” 
I wanted to have amazing sex with Yoji. Or not even amazing— 
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“No, I'd better be getting home,” he said, Siving a little 

and tur ning t0 BO Eee heading toward the stint 
warned and went back the way we'd just come, orks 
aryee ee die playgroune’ again,’ | laughed, “check to see if 
ey've come back for seconds.” 

Leone they'll come back,"he said. “If they do, T'll call the police.” 
“You wouldn't.” , ai 

“Why not? We can’t just let them go on doing that on-a 
sound. I feel sorry for them too, but... Anyway, see you later.” 


plays »” 
“Right, see you later. 


] stood at the door, making no move to open it, and watched 
him go. I'd managed to get Yoji all the way to that door, with 
no parents Or brother waiting inside, and still no sex. There was 
something truly pathetic about that—and at.the same time not. 

If we'd had sex after seeing the Yoshibas, would we have used 
their sex to make ours more intense? Would that have worked? 
Would our lust have been strong enough? 

Maybe not. Maybe it would have been weak; maybe we would 
be repelled by the memory of what we'd seen. Or maybe I had it 
_ wrong. Maybe Yoji was scared off by the realization that we were 
so close to having sex. Maybe that’s why he turned on his heel 
and ran off like that. Maybe I was afraid myself, and that’s why 
Ihadn't been clearer about trying to get him inside, into my bed. 

No, that wasn’t it. Who was I kidding? Yoji just wasn't interested 
in having sex with me. . 

Was that it? 

That was it. eo 
Petia you expect, once h nhs 
or bat is a guy like Yoji going to think about a girl 
ft a with every guy she runs into? Is he going to w# 

you? How stupid are you? What do you expect? 


who has 
nt to do 


e found out you'd done it with - 
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How stupid am I? Pretty stupid, I guess. I guess with ,,, 
just had the feeling I wanted to have sex with a boy, and it didn, 
much matter which one. Just like I always assumed all boys’ thing. 
spring to attention when presented with any anonymous muff 
But maybe it doesn't always work that way. 

I realize now. Not every boy is right for every girl, and for h,,, 
too, not every girl is the right one. That’s just the way it is. At leas, 
for some girls and some boys. 

I’m pretty much one of those girls who gets horny and gives th 
to the urge, but I suspect Yoji’s not like that. I was going to neeg 
some sort of strategy to get him in bed. Some sort of trick. 4 
tactical advantage. 

But at that moment I was just really disappointed. I stood there 
at the door, watching until he was out of sight. Then I went inside 
Oh cruel, cruel world...and all that crap. 

But what’s so cruel about it? I'll tell you what. It was cruel that] 
hadn’t been able to have sex with Yoji, and crueler still that I hadnt 
even been able to kiss him. But cruelest of all was the fact that] 
was the sort of girl who was always a/ways thinking about fucking 
and kissing and nothing but fucking and kissing and everything 
that went with them. It was cruel to be me. 

It was different for Yoji. That much was obvious. 

Yoji was thinking about Sano. He was thinking about those kids 
who might stumble into that little park and catch the Yoshibas 
fucking. And he was thinking about the Yoshibas. Even the fact 
that he had forced them to stop showed that he was concerned 
about them. He didn’t want them to get in trouble for what they 
were doing, didn’t want other people to see them like that. That’ 
what he was thinking about. 

And you had to admire him for that. He’s a noble soul. 

And I’m an idiot. An idiot who never thinks about all. th 
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shines she should be thinking about. 

But then again, what kinds of things have | got to think ab 

g what good would it do for me to think ahateee about? 
[ don't understand much of anything. 

But it would be even worse to give up and not think about 
anything at all. Just like you're expected to do the right thing even 
if theres 4 chance you're being hypocritical when you're doing it 
go too you should try to ¢hink the right stuff even if you didn’t 
really believe any of it. That’s just the way things are, Aiko, 

So I lay down on the sofa in the living room, fully intending 
to put my brain to work thinking about where Sano might be— 
but before I'd thought about it for more than five minutes, I was 
sound asleep. 

Like I said, ’m pretty much an idiot. 


m anyway? 


F 


So Kerstin was there in my dream, and I was there with her. We 
were two different people, but she looked exactly like me. We were 
out in this big grassy field next to the Tama River, looking for a 
soccer ball. It was starting to get dark and we still couldn't find it, 
and we began to notice that everybody else had gone home. We 
a more and more nervous. “Where’s the ball? Where’s the ball?” 
Like that, I felt like I was going to cry, but then I could see Kerstin 
off in the distance, just her silhouette, holding up her hand like 
she Wanted to let me know she'd found it. But somehow I pee 
| ‘3 dnt. What she had found in the bushes was the bodies of 

i tee little kids, all chopped up in pieces, and she was 
“© Me over so she could scare the hell out of me. 
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She waved again and again to get me fo come, but Iwo 
budge. I was trying to figure out how far it was to the roaq Pa 
the spot where I was standing. IfI apEInEEC could J make it th 
and stop a car to get help before Kerstin caught me? _ . 

But when I looked back at the dark mass of the bushes, ies 
had vanished. I looked around at the field, but there wag fin Be 
of her anywhere. 

No, not vanished. She had hidden somewhere, and I wag bie 
she was sneaking up on me. Probably with some part of one Of the 


kids clutched in her hand. 


I woke to find my brother perched on my back, bare legs sticking 
out of his shorts, reading the sports pages. My heart was pounding 
from the dream. “Get off,” I muttered, my face pressed into the 
sofa, but he stiffened his legs and tried to keep me from shaking 
him off. The rest of his body is pretty scrawny, but thanks to yeas 





| 
| 


of soccer his legs are thick and muscly. It suddenly occurred to | 


me that those heavy limbs pressing down on my back must have 


caused my nightmare. But was that really possible? Did dreams | 


really work like that? Could I really have gotten the idea for the 
soccer ball in my dream from his legs, even while I was sound 
asleep? Not likely. That would take ESP or something. 
Whatever. 
Maybe he'd been talking while I was asleep; maybe I'd heard his 


voice and made the connection to soccer and then gone looking 


for the ball. 
Whatever. 


“What are you doing sleeping?” he said. “What's for dinnet? 
“How should I know?” I said. 
“Where’s Mom» 


“She said she’d be working late tonight.” 
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phen why didn't you make dinner?” 
Because [ was asleep,” I told him. 

sich is why 1 asked what you were doing sleeping.” 
d. So I slept.” : 


“J was tire . 
d of an excuse is that? 


“Wy. hat kin 
‘No excuse. Just human nature. People sleep when they're tired, 
When they're not tired, they don’t sleep.” 
“That’s not what I meant...Awhh, forget it. Stop chattering 


and get cooking.” 

«J dor't feel like it,” I said. “You do it.” 

He didn't look happy about it, but he: got off my back and 
shuffled out to the kitchen. I’ve got him pretty well trained. 
Fortunately. | 

“What're you going to make?” I called after him. 

“What?” he called back. I could see him opening the lid on the 
rice cooker and peering inside. “Shit! You didn't even make any rice.” 

“Sooooorry!” I called back. Not that it was my job to make rice, 
but I didn’t mind a little apologizing, seeing as how he was going 
to make dinner. | 

“How about pasta? I’m totally starved, and I’m not too good at 
making rice.” 


« 
Pasta’s fine,” I said. 


My brother is a pretty good cook. He doesn't have much of a - 


pertoire, but the few things he makes are tasty. Mom’s a good 
“0k too. She even went to cooking school way back when, and I 
on my brother picked up some stuff just by watching her. He’s 
a Sa study. In fact, he’s pretty quick at everything. 
ot fe peeled and crushed a knob of garlic. Then 
Id y 1and chopped it up fine, took some bacon out o ee 
dis te it. Next he cut up an eggplant, dumped in 
"and put it in the microwave. After he'd fnished chopping 4? 


he seeded a 
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onion, he put a frying pan on the stove, heated some olive oj, and 
tossed in the garlic. Next came the chili, the bacon, and the ONion, 
When all that had been frying for a few minutes, he added th, 
eggplant, which had been softening in the microwave, and cookeg 
it some more. Finally, he opened a can of tomatoes, mashed then, 
up, and added them to the pan. Salt, pepper, a few tablespoons of 
stock, a drizzle of soy sauce. And a pinch of sugar to finish it off 
Then he turned off the heat and let the sauce cool. While it was 
cooling, he boiled a pot of water and put the pasta in. When it was 
just about done, he turned on the burner and reheated the sauce, 
After draining the pasta, he added it to the pan and warmed it all 
up. Voila! 

As I lay there on the couch, I found myself following his 
progress with my nose. The smell of the oil heating in the pan, the 
fragrance of frying garlic. And finally, the unmistakable smell of 
tomato sauce wafting in from the other room. It smelled good! In 
fact, I knew it was good, since he made this spaghetti a lot. 

Whoa. 

Just as my mouth was starting to water for real, the phone rang. 
Brrring, brrring, ring, ring, ring, ring. 

“Telephone!” I called. 

“You get it,” he called back from the kitchen. 

“I can't. ’'m weak from hunger!” 

“Dont be ridiculous,” he shouted. “You're in there, you answe! 
it.” But as he said this he came into the living room. He really is 

well trained. 

While he was answering the phone, I got up and went into the 
kitchen. I got out some plates and began serving the pasta. This 
was a job I could manage. 

Up close and personal, the pasta smelled even more delicio”™ 
And really garlicky. Not that] objected.Itreally was mouthwaterine’ 
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m mouth cay was watering. A man should know how to 
ook. AS [ was dividing up the ales between two plates, I started 
pearing what my poate — saying in the other room. 

‘Really? Are you serious? 

Serious about what? 

“That's terrible,” he was saying. “Is she okay?” 

Is who okay? Mom? Had something happened? 

No, it couldn't be Mom. If something had happened to her he 
wouldn't be standing there asking if the guy on the other end of 
the phone was “serious.” 

Then who? Or what? 

‘Don't do anything stupid,” he said. “Try to keep everybody 
calm. Okay, right. I know, but...okay. But that’s where you're 
wrong. They've got nothing to do with it, really... Don't say stuff 
like that. Don't talk about who's going to take responsibility. 
Nobody's really responsible in a case like this... know, but you 
don't really know what’s going on, so don't get all excited. Wait till 
we know more about it. We can figure it out later... For nowy, just 
let it slide. Wait a bit...” 

The line seemed to go dead, and my brother stood for a moment 
staring at the receiver in his hand. Then he set it back in its cradle. 

“Idiots,” he muttered. | 

Who or what? 

“What?” said. 

What? Oh, nothing.” 

Who was that?” 


< 


A friend.” 


Did something happen? To Mom?” 7 

ei Oh, no, not that kind of friend. It was about the 

Migs ia know, the people who had all that trouble. The 
~and-Round Devil.” 
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“T know, but what happened? What's up now» 

“Tt only gets worse. Mr. Yoshiba just committed Suici as 

“No, that can't be right.”, 

“’m afraid it’s true.” 

“It’s not. I just saw him.” 

“Saw who?” 

“Mr. Yoshiba.” 

“Really? Where? Why?” 

“I went to the playground today, and he was there.” 

“Alone?” 

“No, I went with a friend.” 

“Not you, Mr. Yoshiba. Was he alone>” 

“Oh, no, he was with his wife.” 

“Really? But how did they seem?” 

“What? What do you mean, how did they seem?” Shi 
were fucking their brains out 
hardly tell my brother that. 

“What time were you there?” 

“In the park?” 

“Yeah, in the park.” . 

“A little after three, I guess,” 

“Three>” 


« . 
But you're serious? 


; Mr. Yoshiba really killed himself?” . 
It looks that way. They said he hanged himself in thei 
bedroom.” 


t! They 
» tight there on the bench, but I could 


But how could he have? He must have gone straight homé 
Could he really be dead? 


“I don’t Set it,” I said. 
I 


Pica And Td lost MY appetite too. No way I could eat P = 
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at least that’s how I felt at that moment—a hunnelienaick 
ction- ut in the end, I ate, and it was delicious. I was shinkie 
a gli sorts of stuff while I ate, so I can't say I enjoyed it as whch 
: I ysually did, but J still managed to put away a big plateful, Pair 
musha musha Yum. My brother ate his too. Neither of us said 
TV was on so it wasn’t dead quiet. 


finished, we changed the channel to our favorite 


quru 
much; but the 


When we were 
comedy show, Downtown, but we didn’t feel much like laughing. 


Natural enough. I’m not sure how other people react to stuff like 
this, but I guess 
me at least, but they both trump laughter. You could write it like 
this: hunger > sympathy > laughter. My brother's phone never 
stopped ringing the whole time “Downtown” was on, but it was 
all texts. Every time one came in, he tapped out an answer, but 
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I found out that hunger trumps sympathy, for . 


almost before he could hit sEND, another one arrived, interrupting 


his answer. 
During a commercial, I asked him what. all the texts were 


about, He said they were about “nothing,” but I knew that wasn't 


quite true. : 


Then the show came back on and I got up to go to the bathroom, © 
he had vanished. | heard | 


but when I got back to the living room, 


a noise from the front hall and went out to find him putting on 


his shoes, 

“Where are you going?” 

Out,” he said. 

Out where?” 
by see a friend.” 

Why? 
“Why what?” : 
‘ hy are you going out? Did something happen?” 


th taibee:. « : 
; othing in particular.” 
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“Stop fucking around and tell me 5s 5 going on!” I told him, 

“Stop making a scene. Just let it go. . 

“I wont,” I said. “I’m worried. If you won't tell me where You're 
going, Pll follow you.” . 

“There’s nothing to be worried about. ; 2 

“Tt’s a little late to be saying that now. nee cant tell me it’s Nothing» 

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. 

“Okay, then you won't mind if I come along. In fact, Py, fig 
even asking, I’m just coming.” 

“No, you should stay here.” 

“Then you've got to tell me what’s going on.” 

“Okay, okay. The truth is, my friends are in a bit of a jam.” 

“What kind of a jam?” 

“Those guys who called before were way crazy. Something 
really weird has happened.” 

“Guys? How many friends are we talking about?” 

“Well, more than one.” 

“And they’te all friends of yours?” 

“Not all of them.” 


“And what was this weird thing that happened? What did you 
mean about ‘taking responsibility’? Responsibility for what?” 
“You don’t miss a thing, do you? You know that Voice of Heaven 


“Who doesn’t?” 


“Do you follow it?” 
“Sometimes.” 


“Then you know ab 


out th ' :ddle 
school kids thinking th © guys who are beating up mid 


ey ll catch the Monster that way?” 
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ive heard about it. But what? Are those guys your friends?” 

“No, n0- We've been trying to stop them.” | 

«what? What are you talking about>” 

«There are sort of two teams in Chofu right now: the guys who 
o have gone to war with them to stop the beatings. My friends are 
in the second group. But the first group has been writing about Mr. 
Yoshiba’s suicide on Voice of Heaven, stirring up trouble, and now 
they're out beating up kids all over town. So my friends have gone 
out to try to stop them, and the whole thing is getting out of hand.” 
Unbelievably dumb. 
“Don't tell me you're going out to join them.” 
“No, I’m just going to try to stop them.” 
“You'll get sucked in.” 
“Don’t worry, I won't let that happen.” 
“Like shit you won't. If you go out now, you'll have to pick sides.” 
“I wont. won't get into the fight. But it’s none of your business 


anyway. I won't be gone long. You just stay here.” 

“No, you need to stay here too. You can't go.” 

“Don't worry. I’m just going to get my guys to calm down, get 
them off the streets. I'll be right back.” 

“Okay, then I’m going with you.” 


« ‘ 
No you aren't.” | 


“Yes, I am,” I said, taking a step toward the door. But at that. 
moment he bent down, picked up my shoes, and tossed them over 


my head into the living room. “Shit!” I said, turning around. 

‘T told you to stay here! I’ll be back soon. But in the meantime 
‘dont want you going out. It’s not safe.” ; 
Wis that, he opened the door and ran out. By the time I got 

© the hall with my shoes, he had disappeared out the door. 


Idiot, Just like the other one standing here holding her shoes. 
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& 


Some of the assholes who posted. anonymously on Voi 
Heaven had usernames like “God” and “Angel” and 
Ghost.” But now “God” and “Angel” and 
all the others had gotten together in Cho 
beating up middle school kids. They'd 


now about the “coming Armageddon.” Was this what they Meant? 


I turned on the computer and connected to the Internet, and as 
soon as I arrived at V of HI found a thread called “Armageddon 
in Chofu, Fall 2003,” with live posts from both sides being added 
while I watched: 


ce of 


“The Holy 
“The Holy Ghost” and 


fu and were anonymously 
been talking for a while 


<Bagged three middlers. 


Kids these days have too much 
pocket money, 


So relieved them of 20K.> 

<Fight these fools! Middle school kids, Strike back 
at the oppressors!s 
<In your dreams 


1 Aumbf£uck middlers. The 
are coming!>s 


<Don't take their Money! The shit Hite che fan 


fter us.s 
<Bit late to worry about that now.> 


if we get their Parents a 


<Now is the hour of curses and plagues! our friend has 
died, but know this, you evildoers, a terrible death 
is stalking you.; 
<My mom was beaten up near Parco. She has nothing t° 
do with any of this. you people are not human!? 
<You’re right about te 


hat! We're Gops!s 
<Angels!> 


<Immoral seraphim! ; 
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you’ re fucking pubic hair!s 
ahil take Some of that pubic Has Sheen! a 

um, 
yum! Sticks in your teeth!, 


eFucking otaku scum! Eat pubic hate and die! 
> 


ie they were making a break for it, but 1 got them. 
‘re at my place now. I got their skirts up and 


not wearing panties. Looks like somebody 


They 


they’ Fe 
already got to them. Why should I want to keep this 


rainted stuff around?> 
eWe’re just hunting them, not breeding.> 


eWhy not? Breed on, my man!> 


el thought this was a joke, but there’s a war going on 
in front of the Cultural Center. The God of the web 
walks among us! This truly is the Voice of Heaven. 
Abuddy of mine waded into the battle and got the shit 
kicked out of him. Better to let sleeping dogs lie, 
I always say.> ; 
<Served him right. Tell him to write a hundred 
million pages about what happened and post them here | a 
by tomorrow. Or else.> 
<Shit! Wish I were there! My blood’s pot lihg. ‘souhde : 
like things are happening on the Keio Line. I’ve got 
@ homemade club and I am ready to go!> 
<Are you as stupid as you sound? If you get on the 
‘rain with a club in your hand, the cops’ 11 have — 
Your ass in a- second, dickhead! > : 
‘You mean we can use our dicks? Mine’s homemade | 
too and ready to go!> 
SI£ you get on the train with vor dick in your 
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hand, the cops’1l have you just as fast., 


‘ : n ral” wea 
<But it’s such a nice, natu pon.s 


<Don’t think mine’s long enough to do the joy 
No beating with this thing.> 
<Make one yourself!> 
<Take a taxi!> 
<What are you? A cabdriver?> 
<What? Have you got a laptop open on tp, 


passenger seat?> 


<Just got back from the Cultural Center. Fight’'s ovey 
and everybody has cleared out. But there was some 
blood on the ground. Gyaaaaaaa!> 
<Not sure what’s going on. Trying to find out.s 
<What’s going on? We’re beating up middlers! who 
is that?> 
<I live in Hokkaido and I’m in elementary school. 
If you want to hunt, you should come here.> 
<I’m at the airport and just bought a ticket for 
Hokkaido. My club’s in my luggage!> 
<Hokkaido’s a big place. Good luck, asshole!> 
<The cops are massing at the station. Run for it, 
Gods! Don’t let them get you. > 
<Middle school kids! Kick for the pricks! It’s their 
weakest spot! Happy dick-hunting!> 
<Awh, don’t pick on the poor little gods.> 
<Or make fun of their little dicks!s 
<OQUCH! > 
<Kicked dicks!> 
<For a mere hundred million yen we can get that 


little dick up and running again for you-7 
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went o 
, maddy OF oe Me Fo. Have: a iLook» ana "tte 
prested nim even though he had nothing to do with 
: 1g. Poor pastard.> 
rhir: 


ckis 


egniiiitt \? 


a the poor bastard for me.> 


a decided to breed little lamb after all, now that 
yrve got her. And she gives awesome head.> 

eYou people aren’t human.> 

epost your address. I want some too.> 

eyeah, your address. How ‘bout I fuck you with my’ 


club?> 


ewe’ve found the devil!> 


<Stupid shits! If you find these little middle school’ 
punks, don’t run over them. This is serious. The 
highway is a madhouse. No joke.> 

<He’s right, I saw it too. Some girl with her leg 
crushed. Chofu is a war zone, and you can’t tell 
who’s in charge—God or the Devil or Yukito Ayatsuji '> 
<Who the fuck is Yukito Ayatsuji?> 

<No joke, somebody really is running down middle 


Schoolers. Ha ha ha!> 


pi of those middle school fuckers just stabbed me. 
- them all! Shit! Where’s the hospital? : 
< 

Y buddy was Stabbed by a middle schooler and 


Sitti | ; ese 
Ing next to me crying his fucking eye* on 


<A ti { Piet Vaid ‘ 
an lives and dies by his fists not knives -” ne 


he’s 
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<Just gang-raped this little lamb. Left he, fia 
Tamagawa Station.> : 
<You guys are gods! Or else fucking devilsi, 
<One vote for devils.> 
<Make that two.> 
<Make it three.> 
<Give those little shitheads a cigar!> 
<Three fucking cigars!> 
<One little, two little, three little Shitheadgs , 
<Shitheads, shitheads, shitheads!> 
<Enough already with the shitheads.> 


<Went out to look around and the COps were all ove; 
me like flies on shit. Asked a bunch of questions ang 
then beat me up for giving smart answers. s 
<Nobody at the Cultural Center, but lots Of blood. 
I’m scared shitless.> 
<Get a fucking clue! A girl was really raped at 
Tamagawa Station. Cops everywhere. The assholes who 
did this should go straight to jail.> 
<Who are you to judge?> 
<Are the riot police there yet? Because there’s a 
riot in Chofu now.> 
<Not a riot, a fucking festival!> 


<No, this is Armageddon! !> 


Sirens were wailing in the distance. It had actually started. 
They'd been joking about another Armageddon, and this seemed 
to be it. Three people had died in the last Armageddon, seve® 
in the one before that. Armageddon should be the final battle 
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put this seemed to be happening over and over, an all-out riot— 
and this one right here in Chofu. And it’s Pretty safe to say that 
gomebody’s going to die. If it was just a bunch of middle and 
high school kids fooling around, there wouldn't have been much 
to worry about, but once the Voice of Heaven got involved, began 
putting it out on the web, it was bound to turn into Armageddon. 
Then every biker and punk from all over the area descended on 
Chofu, and even the yakuza took advantage of the confusion and 
came wading in. They pretended to come as peacemakers, but 
they'd find lots of ways to turn a little Armageddon profit: beat 
up on people and take their money; send some boys off to rape a 
girl, videotape it, then blackmail all the parents—the rapists’ and 
the victim’s—and then sell the video to milk the last bit of profit; 
or maybe kidnap a kid, hold him a few days, and collect a little 
ransom. There were lots of angles. The kids were looking for thrills, 
thrills, thrills. But all the grown-ups wanted was money, money, 
money. And then there were these guys who called themselves 
“Street Angels,” vigilantes who were supposedly trying to stop the 
violence, got up in white T-shirts and black hats and carrying billy 
clubs. On top of all that, the Voice of Heaven had come up with 
an anti-anti-Armageddon squad of its own, which went to war 
with the Street Angels—meaning that the “peacekeepers” were 
doing everything they could to pump up the violence volume. The 
only thing that might have helped would have been the untimely 
death of the Temple of Johan guy who was in charge of the Voice 
of Heaven, but no such luck. 

But | suppose Voice of Heaven would have survived even if 
Temple of Johan had died, and even if the site itself disappeared, 
Since there’d always be a new one to take its place. Armageddon 
Was an accident waiting to happen—over and over and over. 

To tell the truth, up till now, when an Armageddon occurred, I 


‘Q1. 


92 


ASURA GIRL 


pretty much just checked out, chalking it up ae bunch of assholes 
beating each other up. But when it happens 1n your own backyarg 
it’s no joke. 

About time you realized it. 

You're right, it is about time. But that’s just human nature. Vou 
don’t really understand until it happens to you. 

That may be so, but that’s still no excuse. 

Youre telling me! I need to take a serious look at myself, Ang 
I’m going to, soon, going to totally clean up my act. But I hag 
more than enough to worry about right now. My brother had gone 
out right into the middle of this craziness. As far as I could tel] 
from checking Voice of Heaven, Armageddon was still happening 
all around the station. Our house is near the Nogawa River, a 
couple of kilometers away from the station in a ridiculously quiet 
neighborhood, so there was no reason to think that those idiot 
kids would bring their riot around here. Still, there was even less 
reason to assume that the kinds of assholes who fooled around on 
Voice of Heaven would act logically—if they were logical, why 
would we be in the middle of an Armageddon now? If they had 
one ounce of common sense, they wouldn't be following V of H 
in the first place. I was worried about my brother going off to join 
the mayhem, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. He knew 
what he was getting into and decided to go anyway. Besides, he 
was a guy and also a fast runner—and I was pretty sure he didnt 
like to fight—so he would probably be Okay. 

_ Anyway, even if I was worried, it wasn't like I could go out 
looking for him. That would have been way too dangerous. Girls 
were getting raped out there. A lot of the stuff that was posted ® 
V of H was bullshit, but I was pretty sure this was true. I was pte 
sure some girl had been gang-raped and left for dead somewhe 
near [amagawa Station—I don’t know how I knew, but I just i 
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It was dark out now, and something really creepy was stirring. The 
air felt heavy and warm, even though it was almost winter. 

Or was I supposed to go out even though I didn’t want to? — 

- No! 

Shit! I couldn't. It was scary out there. I had to stay here. No 
way I wanted to be chased by those assholes, beaten up, maybe 
worse. 1 didn’t want to be in Caged Fury, but right now I was happy 
enough to stay put in my own little cage. Even if it meant getting 
in those lady fights with the beefy prison girls or the guards, it 
was still better than what was waiting out there in Chofu. That 
was some kind of bad shit. Fuck, it was Armageddon! But in my 
book they all had it coming—every one of those fuckers out there 
would die. My poor old peaceful Chofu, where you used to be able 
to go outside at night. Even to the playground... 

Oh! 

I suddenly remembered Yoji! Was he okay? 

He had walked me home around four oclock. It was almost 
seven now. Nearly three hours. He should be home by now. Yoji’s 
house was just a few minutes from Tsutsujigaoka Station, so he 
should have just missed Armageddon in Chofu. I was hoping he 
was spending a quiet evening at home right about now. 

But how would I know if I didn’t check? 

“Hello.” 

“Yoji? I’m glad I got you. What are you doing?” 

“Not much of anything.” 

“Are you home?” 

“What?” 

. ‘Sorry, ae not checking up on you. I just wanted to be sure you 
ies okay. Did you hear about the Armageddon in Chofu?” 

Yeah, I heard.” 
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“So I was worried about you. I’m glad you're okay.” 

“Of course I’m okay. I’m always okay. You don’t have to Wo, 
about me.” 

“I know, but I’m frightened. This Armageddon stuff ie realy 
scaring me.” 

“I know what you mean. Where are you now?” 

“Tm home.” 

“Good, then stay there. It’s just middle school and high scho ‘ 
kids. They'll get worn out soon and head home. I’m sure it'll al 
be over by about ten.” 

“But I’m all alone!” 

“What? Where are you parents?” 

“Still at work. My brother was here, but he found out some of 
his friends were out there and he went to stop them.” 

“Playing hero, is he? But are you okay?” 

What would you do if I said I wasn’t? 

“Tm scared, Yoji.” 

“You should call your brother and get him to come home.” 

My brother? I’m talking to you, you fool! 

“Could you come, Yoji?” 

Subtle, Aiko. Way to play it cool. 

“Td like to, but I’m kind of busy at the moment.” - 

“Busy? Doing what?” 

“Oh, you know, this and that.” 

“This and that? Until when?” 

“Call your brother.” 

“He doesn’t answer.” Or he might not if I tried him. Tee 
come. I’m really scared.” 

“T can't right now.” 

“When can you?” 

“Not tonight. I can’t go out myself.” 
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ewhy not? Nothing’s happening in Tsutsujigaoka. But it’s a 
= here. You've got to come rescue me.” 

Katsura. I’m sure you'll be all right.” 

ally won't be all right. Who are you to tell 


war Zon 
“T know you, 
Don't say that. I tot 


me J will? . 
“J won't be all right. My brother’s gone and I’m all alone.” 


I'd said it so many times now, I was beginning to convince 
myself. Don't cry, Aiko. You're not at your best crying. Shit! Why 


had I even called him? 
“Chofu is really scary,” I went on. “What am I going to do if 


somebody tries to get in?” 

“Don’t let them in.” Duh! 

“But what if they force their way in?” 

“Then it won't make any difference whether youre in Chofu or 
Tsutsujigaoka or anywhere else.” 

“You mean it won't make any difference if I end up getting 
gang-raped and left for dead?” 

What are you saying! Stop talking like that! You aren't even 
making sense. You just called to find out whether Yoji was safe at 
home. So why were you insisting now that he head straight for all 
the trouble in Chofu? How stupid and selfish can you get? 

“Okay, okay,” Yoji said at last. “Hold on. I’m actually in Chofu 
now. I'll come right over.” 

Really? 

“Really? Where are your” 

“T just said, ’m in Chofu.” 

“But where in Chofu?” 

‘Right near your house.” 

Really? Why? Are you back at the playground?” 

Not Why would I be there? Anyway, hold on, I’ll be right over.” 

But I don’t understand. Where are you?” . 
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“Like I said, I’m right nearby. I'll be over in a minute? 
What the fuck? What the fuck? What the fuck? What e 
doing in Chofu? Hadn't he ever gone home? Why was he - *he 
around here? ans 

“Yoji, are you out banging with the Armageddon boys» 
“Don't be an idiot! I had something I had to do.” 
What a relief. I didn’t want my Yoji mixed UP With thos, 
Armageddon assholes. 

“Tl see you in a second,” he said. 

“Yoji>” 

“What?” 

“Be careful.” 

“Don't worry, I will.” 

“No, I mean it. It’s dangerous out there.” 

“Don't worry. I'll be right there.” 

Okay! He was coming here. For me. 

For this very selfish girl. 

“Okay, P'll be waiting.” 
| “Okay.” 

“Hurry up.” 

“Okay, okay.” 

“And be careful.” 

“Dont worry.” 

“Okay, Pl be waiting.” 

Then the line went dead. _ 

Maybe he was a little pissed at me? 


But why was he still hanging around here? Where had he be 
and what had he been doing for the last few hours? 


d 
I checked V of H again. There were more than five thous” 
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posts to “Armageddon in Chofu.” As far as I could tell, thirty or 
so middle and high school kids were going at it—maybe a little 
halfheartedly by now—down by the Tama River. Some of them 
apparently had lights. Fight Club after dark. When the cops came, 
they doused the flashlights, moved to a new spot, and started 
fighting all over. I wondered whether they would start jumping in 
the river like they did during the last Armageddon. Or throwing 
each other in. They lost two kids that way last time. The bodies 
still hadn't turned up. 


As I sat there following all this in real time on the blog—or I 
suppose I should say, as I was sitting there with my head as empty 
as a bubble—it occurred to me that I should post something. 


<Announcement from God. Aiko Katsura, who lives in 
Chofugaoka, in the city of Chofu, is the devil 
incarnate and a real toilet bowl. She’s outside 
somewhere near her house, so get out and find her! 
Rape her! Kill her!> 


I watched as my post appeared there in the stream, somewhere 
after the Fight Club in the dark business. Watched as “Aiko 
Katsura”—that’s me!—was trailed by “devil incarnate” and “toilet 
bowl” and “Find her! Rape her! Kill her!” Why had I written that? 
I wasn’t even sure I was the one who had. I knew my fingers had 
‘apped out the words, but I had the feeling it wasn't really the 

core” me moving them, not the me-within-me. But at the same 


time it d; 
ime it did seem like the core me had done it, and the surface me 
Simply hadn't realized 


Whatever. The ot 


eee her users seemed to ignore my announce- 
nt. ” : 
<W Posts kept coming up one after the other, and mine 


what the deeper me was doing. 
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moved down the list, into the past. Maybe there was a muty 

understanding, some natural code of ethics for this unethic l 
bulletin board, that dictated that people ignore posts like Mine 
ones probably motivated by some sort of personal grudge rathe, 
than the desire to get the Round-and-Round. These guys may haye 
been complete idiots, but they had some sense of decency, and the 
thing they hated most was anyone trying to manipulate them online 

But what kind of trouble had I been trying to stir up? 

If Yoji was headed this way, why would I want to make sure 
the shit hit the fan just as he got here? Was I that desperate 4, 
see him? To turn him into a Yoji who had braved a town full of 
hoodlums to get to me? Was I upping the ante because I needed 
him to be an even bigger hero in my eyes? 

Then I guess that made me the enemy of the heroes, a kind of 
antihero. I guess that made me the villain. And Yoji’s enemy. 

I guess that made me some kind of devil. I’m not sure, but | 
guess that post I wrote was the truth. 

I really was a demon, and something of a toilet bowl. 

Really, now that you mention it, I am a toilet bowl. A toilet 
bowl who had meaningless sex with Sano. 

Shit! 

No, no. I’m not a toilet bowl. Or a devil. No, I was pretty sure 
I had only done it with Sano because I loved Yoji, and that I was 
still punishing myself as a result. That’s why I had called myself 
devil and a toilet bowl on V of H. And pretending to be the voice 
of God was just another way of punishing myself. 

But what if somebody saw that post and really did come after 
me? Maybe I had waded into deep shit. Was somebody really 
going to come after me, rape me, kill me? 

And if they did, would that b 


e a way of paying for what Id 
done, making me clean again? 
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But how would that wore How would being beaten, raped, and 
killed make me pure again? Wasn't it just the opposite? Wouldn't 
chat make me even dirtier? Make me even shittier? What the fuck 
was 1 thinking? What kind of dumbshit am I> 

But just as I was going through all this again, my phone rang. 
Yoji? No. It was Kan. Fuck! Kan. Why was she calling me? | 
screwed up my courage and took the call. 

“Hello?” “Aiko? It’s me, Kan.” “What do you want?” “Can you 
talk?” “Can I talk?” “Where are you?” “I’m home. Why do you 
ask?” I was suddenly on my guard. She probably wanted to get 
me outside and have another crack at the Crucifixion, but there 
was no way ¢hat was going to happen. Maybe she thought she 
could take advantage of the Armageddon confusion. Scary! No 
way I was going out now. But what she said next was completely 
unexpected. “It’s really scary out there,” she said. “Don’t go out, 
no matter what. They’re talking about you on the bulletin board. 
Somebody posted a threat, said they should go out and get you.” 
Yeah, I knew. “Why?” I said. “I don’t know, but somebody wrote 
on V of H that they wanted you caught and killed. They even 
said where you live. Does somebody have it in for your” Does 
somebody have it in for me? That would be you, wouldn’t it, Kan? 
After all, who had tried to crucify me? But before I pointed that 
out, what I really wanted to know was why she was telling me this. 
She wasn’t my friend anymore, was she? “I don’t think anybody we 
know did it,” she continued, “but I’ll call around and try to find 
sa Anyway, Aiko, don't go out. It’s Armageddon out there.” “Got 
it,” said. “T sent a request to have them delete the post about you, 
$0 I think it’! come down soon. In the meantime, is there someone 
there with you?” “No,” I told her. “What? Where’s your brother?” 
went out a while ago.” “Not good! Try to get him on the 

ne and tell him to come home. It’s really dangerous out there.” 
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“Okay.” “How about your mother and ard ks i yee 
youre all alone?” “Like I said.” “Do — ei , oe by? She 
said. “Fine with me,” I told her. Kan lived in Kichijoji, so it Was q 
hike to Chofu. Plus she kept telling me how dangerous it was t 
be out now. Why did she want to come all the best here? Why? 
If she'd offered yesterday, when she was still my friend, I'd have 
told her to come right over. But what was this about now? What? 
Did she have another bone to pick with me? Was she trying to 
get me to drop my guard? Still, I knew she didn’t write the Post 
on V of H—because I wrote it myself! “Il be there soon,” she 
said. “No, don’t bother,” I said. “But if I take the bus, I can get to 
your house without going near Chofu Station.” “But you said the 
post mentioned where I live, so it’s not safe here. Don’t come. | 
promise I'll stay inside and I won't move.” I didn’t mention that 
I was also hoping Yoji would be showing up. No need to gO into 
too much detail. “Pll call my brother and tell him to come home, 
so you don't have to worry about me. But thanks.” “Okay. But, 
Aiko, I wanted to say I’m sorry.” “About what?” “About yesterday.” 
“Oh that. Don’t worry about it.” ’'d won anyway. “When I heard 
that Sano had been kidnapped, and then that his toe had shown 
up at his house, I guess I jumped to conclusions. I’m really sorry.” 
“Like I said, don’t worry about it. But I really didn’t do anything 
to Sano.” Other than kick him in the face. “I know,” Kan said. ‘I 
know you didn’t.” “Okay.” “I’m sorry, Aiko.” “Okay, let’s drop it.” 
“Sorry, I...” she said, but then her voice seemed to dissolve in teats 
and I had a sudden flash. Kan actually /iked Sano. I was pretty sufe 
she'd done it with him too, but she wasn’t one of the girls whol 
told me I should give him a try. And somehow I had the feeling 
shed always looked happy when he was around. That was it! That 


explained why she’d been acting so weird and emotional abo" 


the whole thing—why she still was. It was all part of a bigs 
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scture. When Kan had seen the post I wrote on Voice of Heaven, 
ghe’d started thinking I would probably be killed. She must have 
wanted to apologize while there was still time. She had always 
been something of a goody-goody, or at least she liked to think so, 
go it would have bugged her if I'd gone and died before she could 
apologize for the attempted Crucifixion. That’s what was behind 
all this. But who the hell cares? I began to relax as I listened to 
her sniffling and crying on the other end of the line. I knew I was 
just like her: we were both selfish bitches. And in the end I had 
no desire to punish her, no hard feelings at all. I'd have done just. 
about anything to get Yoji to like me—just like Kan would have 
done anything to preserve her idea of herself as a kid who knew 
right from wrong, who would always try to make up for every 
mistake she made. Fine, that was fair enough. That’s who you 
are—serious and all—and that’s how you want to live your life. 
I’ve chosen the path of love instead...which suddenly reminded 
me that Yoji would be arriving any minute now, so I couldn't stay 
on the phone forever listening to Kan cry. “Stop crying,” I told her. 
“It’s okay. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine. Thanks for 
calling, it’s okay. I’m fine, so you can stop crying. Uhh, so, I'll see 
you at school, okay? Though I probably won't be going tomorrow. 
Text me. I'll get back to you. Okay? Thanks. Kan? Okay. I’ll talk to 
you later. Of course! We're still friends. No, I don’t hate you. Okay, 
talk to you later. Bye!” Whoa! If this love thing, if that’s what it 
was, was going to make a girl like Kan do crazy shit like this, it 
Was pretty scary. 

But scary or not, it was the path I'd chosen, and I had to make 
the most of it. 

Yoji would be here any moment. Or would he? I found it hard 


to believe he was really coming. Right through the middle of 
Armageddon, 
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I let myself imagine him, looking totally cool, dodging and 
weaving and avoiding all those people out there beating the shit 
out of each other, and coming straight here to me. It wasnt hard to 
picture, since all I had to do was remember how cool he’d lookeq 
when he'd come breezing in to rescue me from the bathroom, 

The thread about Armageddon continued on Voice of Heaven, 
and my post was still scrolling down as more were added. When 
it finally disappeared below the bottom of the page, I felt myself 
relax a little and got a little more into my Yoji fantasy. But just 
then the doorbell rang. I put the fantasy on hold and Went to 
answer it. “Coming, coming!” I called, just like some old lady— 
which was totally not what I wanted to sound like for Yoji. But 
when I pulled open the door, it wasn’t Yoji standing there, or even 
my brother back from the wars. It was Maki, her b 


andage gone 
and her face as beautiful as ever. 


She'd seen the post and was here already. That was fast. 
Or not. 
Maki lived in Edogawa Ward on the other side of the city. 


But she'd heard about Armageddon and had come to take 
advantage of the confusion. 


Scary. 


And that would explain the hammer. 











The Cliffs 


I’M SPRAWLED OUT on the sofa in our living room, listening. 
The sound of Armageddon keeps getting closer. At first I think 
I’m imagining things, but then I’m sure that those assholes from 
Chofu are headed this way, getting near our house. But then I hear 
something even worse: the screech of tires and a dull thud, like a 
bad car vs. pedestrian accident. But the tires squeal again and again, 
like the car is trying to get away. A hit-and-run? Then I hear it 
I realize it’s not an accident at all but just a car whacking into 
people one after the other. Hit-and-run, without the run. Vehicular 
middling? Middling homicide? Or maybe the counterattack had 
started—maybe this was the Revenge of the Middle School Kids. 
If it was, then I’m on it, hoppir in the driver’s seat, firing up the 
*ngine, grabbing the wheel, and smashing into the first God or 
Angel I see, DOOOM Gyurugyuru DOOON! Gigiggkyu DOOON! 


But as | imagined myself mowing down one person after another, 
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the real car seemed to be getting closer. I could feel the air fr 
outside, heavy with panic, slipping under the door. I could the 
screams. “Whaaaaaaa!” DOOOOON! “Whoaaa! Pm Serious! a 
it out!” DOOOON! “Gross! Stop!” DOOOON! More Screg ‘ 
footsteps running by outside. “Over there! Over there! N : 
there, look out!” “Kill him!” Gyarigyarigyagyagyagya DOO Ow 
Then, right in front of my house, tires squealed, scattering rave 
everywhere, and I could hear a crunching, like someone else bein 
hit and thrown through the air. Then the shouts and screams and 
footsteps seemed to fade, as if everyone ran off. But just When | 
thought maybe the scary car had gone too, I heard the door creak 
open just outside and then slam shut. Someone had climbed sit 
of the demonmobile and was standing right in front of my house, 
Scary. I was still lying there on the sofa, but I felt my body stiffen, 
What the what the what the? Then I could hear the driver, 
footsteps as he ran toward our door. Who could it be? I knew] 
should get up and run around turning out all the lights, pretend 
nobody was home, but I also knew it was already too late. The 
doorbell was ringing. Chin-ton! 1 froze. What the FUCK? But 
then I heard somebody calling my name. “Aiko!” What? It was 
my dad’s voice! I jumped off the couch and ran to the hall. But 
when I opened the door, it turned out to be that weird old singer, 
Yuzo Gucci. But that was okay, I guess. A relief, really. “Are you 
okay, Aiko?” Yuzo Gucci said. Fine! Daddy? It was scary all alone. 
And my brother running off like that. What an idiot...I launched 
into the whole thing, standing there in the door talking to Gucd: 
But when I finally asked him to come on in, he told me it W 
dangerous to stay here and that I should come with him. Really! 
They weren't kidding about Armageddon. 
But then Gucci had come in his car, and it looked Like his 
bumper had taken care of a whole lot of those V of H 84y* . 


ee 
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the way: Somehow, the sight of Yuzo Gucci’s cute round face had 
a calming effect on my jangly nerves. He was tanned and relaxed 
and smiling, just like he was on T'V. I told him to wait a minute 
and ran back to the dining room for a sweater I’d left hanging on 
q chair. Then I went back to the door, slipped into my shoes, and 


joined Gucci. Then I remembered the patio doors and told him I 


needed to go back and make sure they were locked. “Don’t worry,” 


he told me. “Nobody’s going to try to get in if youre not in there 
to get.” What? Did that mean they would have tried if I'd stayed 
there? I’m not sure I got it. But I knew it wasnt good. Gucci 
looked around as we left the house. It was cold outside. And dark. 
And suspiciously quiet, considering that it had sounded like a war 
was going on out here a minute ago. I felt like eyes were watching 
us from all different places around the house, and not friendly 
ones, eyes of people who would hurt us given half a chance. It 
looked like a million miles from our front door to anything that 
could be Gucci’s car. From inside, it had sounded as though he 
had pulled right up on the front lawn, but now that we were out, 
I wasn’t even sure which car was his. He told me to follow him, 
though, and we took off at a trot. I thought I glimpsed shady 
figures by the road, in the alley, behind the trees—but as we made 
our way down the street, there was no one to be seen. Had all the 
neighbors slipped off somewhere? 

When we got near the raised banks of the Nogawa, Gucci 
suddenly ducked his pudgy little self down behind somebody’s 
garden wall and peeked out, as though studying the river. The 
ee stretched off in either direction. It was lined with bushes 
res ak be concealing boys who were crouching here and 
tines ie es see ther, just silhouettes, but I could tell that 
Searcd was moving down there in the shadows. I guess I 

as boys, since we were in the middle of Armageddon, 
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but it might have been some other low, repulsive eon Th. 
I saw beams of light flickering in the gloom. Flashlights. So it 
was boys—not monsters—out to make the most of the chaos. But 
then again, I guess “monsters” wasn’t far off. They were fightin 
down there in the bushes, but they were doing it in dead Silence 
No shouting or screaming, no sound at all, even though I was just 
above them. But the silence didn't make it any less scary, | could 
tell someone was being beaten to a pulp down there in the dark 
Which was probably what would happen to us, Gucci and me, 
if they caught us here. I mean, why not? To begin with, | was 4 
girl—fair game in any Armageddon—and one who'd been singled 
out on the Voice of Heaven for special treatment, and to top it all 
off, my father had somehow become goofy TV personality Yuzo 
Gucci. At this point I noticed that Gucci himself was waving to 
me, and then he finally came out from behind the wall and into 
the street that ran along the raised bank of the river. 

The boys were just below us in the bushes. Flashlight beams 
scudded along the bank, grazing Gucci as he made his way along 
the road. It seemed pretty risky to me, but Gucci was on the move, 


so I had no choice but to follow. Crouching down, we hurried 
along as fast as we could, and the “Gods” and 


“Angels” seemed to 
take no notice of us, They were probably too 


occupied with the 
damage they were doing down in the bushes. But the flashlights 
continued to sweep back and forth across our 
the road and jutting up at the sky. At last we 
the river and angling down in the direction 
There wasn’t a car to be seen on the street. 
holed up at home, afraid to go out. Duh. Yet 
around with Yuzo Gucci, looking for his ¢ 
was I thinking? We finally came to the 


we could see a single car, parked at the 


path, darting along 
turned off, leaving 
of the main road. 
Everybody must be 
here I was wandering 
ar. What the FUCK 
main road, and there 
curb, lights on, engin’ 
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punning. And somebody sitting in the driver’s seat, looking this 
way. More surprises: even from this distance I could see it was 
none other than famous has-been guitarist Fuyuki Moto. He must 
have escaped from the same nightmare talk show that had sent 
me Gucci. Fucking Fuyuki Moto was sitting behind the wheel 
of Gucci’s car, waiting for us with a worried look on his face. The 
same car I'd heard scattering people like bowling pins? Maybe 
Moto had been the driver? Maybe it was his car? Anyway, as soon 
as he came into view, Gucci straightened up and made a dash for 
the car. I followed. He hopped in the passenger’s seat and I tried 
to get in back, but I suddenly realized it was pretty crowded back 
there—packed, in fact, with the entire cast of Your Hit Parade. 
What the FUCK? The show had been canceled long ago, so what 
was the whole crowd doing hanging out in the back of this car? 
Well, for one thing they were making it really hard for me to get 
in. I told the nearest has-been to move over, but when I looked, 
the has-been turned out to be the now-and-future Governor 
of Tokyo, Shintaro Ishihara, everybody’s favorite crazy right- 
wing pol. It occurred to me to wonder what the hell the fucking 
governor was doing in here with the city going to hell out shere. 
But one thing was for sure, he wasn’t moving over much. “Sorry, 
full up,” he snapped. “Try some other car.” To tell the truth, it hurt 
a little to be dissed like that by the governor, maybe even more 
because he was dressed up like a factory worker or something. 
And there wasn’t much point in telling him there wasn’t another 
car. Even after Gucci asked him real nicely to make room for 
me, he wouldn't budge. “If she can’t get in, she can't get in,” he 
chanted. “What will ‘can’t’ mean if she does in the end?” someone 
ome asked. And then celebrity warfare broke out. “Then why don't 
d - 8¢t out?” shouted Emily Henmi, yet another Your Hit Parade 

gular, Pushing the governor from behind. Ishihara shouted and 


111 


142 


ASURA GIRL | 


squirmed, but in the end Emily managed 10 P BY him loose fro 
the seat and shove him out the door. Hop ae Aiko,” She Said 
beckoning to me, and I did just that. “What’s the world Coming 
to?” Ishihara shouted, and then he wandered over to the railin of 
a nearby bridge. Staring down into the dark, he shouted again a 
the boys in the bushes. “And you assholes, what the FUCK are you 
doing down there?” He was getting more and more worked Up, as 
only the governor can, and before we knew it he had run around 
the guard rail and disappeared down the bank into the dark. Q} 
boy. Take care, Mr. Governor. I was a little worried, but then who 
was going to mess with Shintaro Ishihara in full rut? 

I settled down next to Emily. “Thanks,” I said. “Don’t mention 
it,” she said, laughing. I'd always thought of her as just another 
famous nobody, but her stock had suddenly shot up in my book. 
Now that I was seeing her up close, I realized she was totally cute, 
Beautiful skin, beautiful hair, perfect makeup. Wonder how she 
did that? “We're off!” shouted Fuyuki Moto, and the car lurched 
forward. “Where are we going?” I wondered aloud. “First stop, 


Chofu Station,” said Gucci. Chofu Station? Right smack into 


‘ the middle of Armageddon? “Don't worry,” Gucci reassured me. 


“They've moved on, and the middle school kids have all died of 
run away.” You're kidding? “No, really.” Then Fuyuki Moto spoke 
up. “The road’s a little bumpy up ahead. Hang on, everybody" 
What? DOKKON! DOKKON! A terrible jolt went through 
the car and ‘its load of celebrities, as though we had run ove 
something. We inched forward and then DOKKON! DOKKOM 
all over again. What was that? “Middler, ’'m afraid. But 40 : 
worry! They’te sturdy little fuckers.” Not ¢hat sturdy, I thought 
not enough to survive that! “See,” said Fuyuki Moto, pointing 
out the back window. “Looks okay to me.” I turned arou” 


time to see a kid about my age struggling to get back to his fect 
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when he was standing again, I could see it was a boy Wearing a 
gchool uniform. He bent coven to brush off his pants—and he 
cau apparently unhurt. Fuyuki was right, middlers are tough. 
Super tough. DOKKON! DOKKON|...DOKKON! DOKKON! 
DOKKON! We raced off toward the station, Plowing over kid 
after kid like so many bumps in the road. I leaned forward, poking 
my head between Gucci and Moto, and peered out through the 
windshield. The highway ran straight to the station, with bumps 
lined up as far as the eye could see. Most looked like middle school 
road kill from Armageddon, though there might have been a few 
adults mixed in. I kept an eye out for my brother, but it was kind 
of hard to make out faces. Then I saw a bus coming from the 
other direction, running over the bodies in the street just like we 
were. Were middle school kids bus-resistant? I somehow doubted 
it, but who knows. As the bus passed us, I scanned the faces of 
the passengers, hoping to find my brother. But no such luck. 
A moment later, we pulled into the roundabout in front of the 
station. It was completely quiet, no middle school kids or anyone 
else scattered on the ground. Nothing at all to mark the passing of 
Armageddon. Just Chofu Station, same as it always was—except 
with nobody going in or out or any sign of station staff. They 
must all still be hiding. I climbed out of the car, but nobody else 
followed me. Gucci rolled down the window on the passenger 
aie "You should head on down to City Hall in Shinjuku,” he 
Bile "Everybody's going to be there.” City Hall? Had somebody 
ia called a town meeting? And what, I asked, looking back 
Ihbaea” BG going to do? “Daddy’s going to look for Governor 
Sti ba © said, The governor? Sorry about losing him. “Not 
» Aiko,” Gucci said. “But are you going to be okay on 
Would Not really, I thought, but I didn’t see what good it 
® ' tell him that. “Should I just show up at City Hall and 
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tell them I’m from Chofu?” “Sounds like a plan,” Gucci an 
“The folks in charge will tell you where to go.” Okay, got it, thanks, 
“Take care of yourself,” I said, and Gucci gave me one last well. 
tanned smile. “Don't fret, sweetie. Looks like Armageddon Won} 
last much longer. See you, then,” he said. See you. And with 
the big black car stuffed with Gucci and Moto and Emily He 


and the entire cast of Your Hit Parade made a quick circuit aro 


Swe Te 


a ? 
Ami 


Und 
the rotary and disappeared down the road. 


What time was it? I checked my phone: still just five-thirty 
Wonder what time the meeting would start? Anyway, might a5 
well go buy a ticket. 1 went down into the undercroft that led to 
the ticket machines. A man was coming toward me in the Narrow 
passage, but there was no one else around. Tense. With just the two 
of us in the whole place, I could hardly pass by without looking at 
him. It made me terribly nervous. Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit! 
Keep your head down, just walk by, don’t look up. But as we were 
passing, he said, “Excuse me.” “Yes?” I said, looking up. What a 
truly gross guy! Shaggy hair, pale, geeky face, pink shirt tucked into 
geeky pants—and somehow strangely, geekily familiar? Where 
had I seen him before? No idea. Maybe I was just imagining it. 
Then I realized he looked just like Bondo Oki, another TV star, or 
what passes for one on the late-night network offerings. 

“Is this the way to City Hall?” he asked. 

“You're headed in the right direction,” I said, “but you have to 
get back on the train. You're only in Chofu.” Shit! We were going 
the same way. Oh well. It was a little lonely around here. The 
pink-shirted fellow just thanked me and turned to gO, as though 
he hadn't heard a word I’d said. Whatever. Who wanted to hang 
out with a geek, especially a gender-ambiguous one? The guy 
pudgy, maybe even busty, with a little gold ring on “his” left hand. 
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Maybe the guy was @ girl? Or gay? Whatever. Gross. 

As soon as I got up to the platform, a train pulled into the 
station, and there were actually some people on it. What a relief. 
Armageddon refugees? The train ee one of those long-distance 
jobs, not the normal commuter version, with pairs of seats facing 
each other. I made my way down the aisle, checking out the other 
passengers—mostly parents with really noisy kids. The train 
started up before I could find a seat, and as I staggered through 
the car I wondered whether I should have stayed home to wait 
for my brother. Then for some reason it occurred to me that this 
might be some sort of special refugee train and that my brother 
might even be on it. But as I looked around almost expecting to 
see him, a woman's voice came on the loudspeaker. “This is the 
5:30 p.m. Hikari Express No. 336, bound for Tottori Prefecture,” 
she said. Shit! Somehow I'd got on the wrong train. This was a 
bullet train, heading west—the exact opposite direction from the 
commuter line that should have been taking me into town. Why 
hadn't I realized right away? No Keio Line train has seats that face 
each other. But now what was I going to do? I'd have to get off 
at the next stop—though they might make me pay anyway. Did 
Ihave enough money if they did? I stopped in the aisle and took 
out my wallet—two thousand yen. Was that enough? Of course it 
wasn't! This was no joke: I decided I needed to find the conductor 
and explain what had happened. Could I promise I’d send him 
the money later? Outside the window, the city was disappearing 
and we were racing through fields and rice paddies at bullet train 
speed. Shit, shit, SHIT! Had we already left Tokyo? Where were 
we? I reached the end of the aisle, slid open the door, and stood for 
“moment looking out the window in the compartment between 
is cluster of skyscrapers in West Shinjuku was barely 

©1n the distance, across a wide expanse of fields. What the 
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fuck? Whatever. I should at least try to reach my brother. He 


W. 
probably home by now, waiting for me. I took out my as 


Phone and 
called him. He picked up right away. “Where are you?” he askeq 
as soon as he heard my voice. “Sorry!” I yelled into the Phone. Tp 
AWFUL! “What's awful?” “I got on the wrong train!” “What i 
you mean? What train?” “I don’t know. I think we're headeq é 
Tottori!” “Tottori? Why are you going to Tottori? Do YOu haye 


the money for the ticket?” “I don't know! No! T’ve only got tw, 


”? ‘Tm not 
but make sure they dont 
catch you at the station. It could get pretty scary.” “What do you 


mean?” “A friend of mine got way out somewhere without a ticket 
and when they caught him they made him pay big time.” “You's 
kidding. How much?” “You know how much they collect from 
the family when some suicide case throws himself in front of 
the train? Well, more than that!” “No shit?” “No shit! Two, three 
hundred million, at least.” I was starting to feel faint. But hold 
on a minute. My dad was Yuzo Gucci, right? A guy as famous as 
Gucci must have that kind of money stashed away somewhere. 
Or maybe not? Maybe not. Maybe we'd have to sell our house to 
cover the ticket. Whoa! “Whoa!” I said out loud. “You said it. So 
whatever you do, don't let them catch you at the station!” “Okay, 
but what about the conductor on the train>” “That’s even worse. 
You'd better lock yourself in the toilet and wait until you get to the 
next stop.” “Okay, I’ll try that,” I told him. Three hundred million 
was no laughing matter. I didn’t see how my brother or even Guet 
himself could help me out of a jam like this. As I headed for the 
bathroom, I glanced back into the car The conductor was stopP® 
in the aisle talking to a girl—really more like an anime charac 
than any girl I’d ever seen—and then she stood up and pele 
in my direction. Shit, shit, SHIT! Shitty anime girl! Remind ® 


thousand yen!” “Then how are you going to get back? 
GOING all the way to Tottori!” “Okay, 
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i deal with her later. “Yes, Mr. Conductor, sir, I remember seeing 
somebody like that. She went that way...!” Fuck! And now Mr. 
Conductor, sit, was heading in my direction. Too late to hide 
in the bathroom here. I'd have to run through the next car and 
find another one. When I looked back to see if he was coming, I 
realized the conductor wasn't really a conductor—now he looked 
more like a Mafia don, and he seemed to have a bunch of his boys 
following him through the car. Whoa! Maybe this was no ordinary 
Bullet train after all—it was starting to seem more like a trap, laid 
especially to catch...me! I ran through the door into the next car. 
Halfway down the aisle, I glanced over my shoulder just in time to 
see the don and his muscle coming through the door. They were 
wearing flashy suits—Italian probably—and they were giving me 
the evil eye. When the don’s jacket fell open, I caught a glimpse 
of a gun strapped to his chest. Shit! If they catch me, ’m toast! At 
this point I realized I no longer cared what the people around me 
thought—and I was just noticing they were all foreigners, anyway. 
So I started screaming in English. “Help! Somebody help me! 
They're trying to kill me! Call the police!” I thought my English 
was pretty good, but they just sat there staring at me like I was 
some geeky inscrutable Japanese person. Pretty cold. “Help! Please 
help me!” Still nothing, despite my best pronunciation. Were they 
Just going to sit there and watch me get shot? I bolted down the 
aisle, through the door and the compartment between the cars, 
aia into the next one beyond. But as I started down this new 
os realized there was another group of Mafioso coming at 
The ee - other direction. I stopped and held up my hands. 
sine i on and his thugs were coming up behind me. Totally 
take ‘i feel my legs shaking and my knees beginning to 
iUSt shoot ee there were too many witnesses? They couldn't 
€ right here in the aisle...could they? I still had a 
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 T yelled again. But +p: | 
« , help me! Please this 4 
aes ee and looked around to see g ne 
nt. 


: . Suy in | | 
al” he yelled, and J instantly hit the de le The, 2 
above ) 


Chest. 


chance. 
was differe 
nice suit. “Get ee and a spurt of blood, and then tight 
were three lou . Gandolficl with three bullet holes in his 
me I saw J eae of bricks, and that great big gut of his came t, 
He fell like ht arm. Warm and heavy. I pulled free and Pried hig 
rest on my rig} d.Just then, the door slid open again ang 7, 
pistol out of his han q eee om 
Sizemore was standing there—and somehow it was sudden} 
obvious that Sizemore had been the mane don all along. Taimed 
my gun—Tony Soprano’s gun—and Sizemore aimed his back 
at me, an ugly grin spreading across his ugly mug. He obviously 
thought I wouldn't be able to bring myself to fire. He was Wrong 
there. I put my finger on the trigger and pulled, but the action was 
sticky and I couldn't squeeze off a shot. 

But as I was fumbling with the gun, a loud voice yelled “FBI! 
Don't move!” and in the next instant the windows of the car 
seemed to vaporize, and several dozen men in black paramilitary 
gear burst into the car. They surrounded the Mafia guys and 
covered them with machine guns. ‘There was dead silence for 
a moment as I lay there aiming up at Tom Sizemore. But Tom 
wasnt looking at me anymore. He was glancing around, sizing up 
the new situation—a whole world of trouble. Yet he still had that 
grin on his face. “Freeze!” the FBI loudspeaker ordered. “Drop 


your guns!” But Tom wasn't listening. He smiled even bigger and 
Spun around on the SWAT team; but before he could get off a 
shot, he was blown back down the car by a spray of bullets. “Fuck! 
one of his guy. 


an e s yelled, and the rest of them reached for their aa 
eis bullhorn blared again, but in the next instant 2 hail 
of machine g 


. un fire ripped into the Mafioso and they fell 
°Y stood, riddled with bullet holes, — 
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don’t mess with the FBI. 


‘ the say) 
Like they t helped me up—and I realized he was the 


The man in the sui 
ho runs the control room in Mission Impossible, though I can 

w 
never remem 
cWAT team, 
totally barren sea O 


cliff in the distance. 
on both sides, with these deep blue rivers flowing at the bottom. 


Weird-looking place. And how was I supposed to get home now? 
The SWAT team was climbing into their helicopter and getting 
ready to head off, and the Mission Impossible guy had disappeared 
somewhere. Shit. The rest of the passengers were filing from the 
train and wandering off in every direction—and not even one of 
them was Japanese. I was beginning to feel totally desperate. I 
tried to get help, but no one seemed to understand me. A dark- 
skinned woman with lots of luggage was standing nearby, so 1 
asked in my best English where I could find the station, but she 
just started babbling in a language I couldn't even identify. Shit! 
Where was I? What was this? It almost looked like America. 
Had I somehow wound up in Mexico or someplace? If so, then I 
Was really pretty screwed. More and more screwed every minute. 
veins put why hadn't they escorted me home? Pretty half- 
ae on you ask me. And now what? I didn't even have any 
a As ow anybody around here, wherever “here” was. Like 
fl Rid y screwed. So finally, having nothing better to do, I 
ind some other passengers as they wandered away from 

the train. Abra <1 aa Pp g y y 
naked fas oe ing along for a while, I came up to a stark- 
, ne La standing in the middle of the dusty dirt path. 
tithe B Sin OBS part of the world go around butt-naked 
Tdi iit ue somehow I knew I shouldn't stop too long, that if 
ody might come along and strip me too. Without any 


ber his name. Anyway, I got off the train with the 
and it turned out we were at the edge of a desert, a 
f sand and scrub brush leading off to a sheer 
A network of deep ravines flanked the tracks 
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g better time than the other passenger, = 
ff through the cactus or baobab or Whateye 
t 


the hell it was- Then in the aistante 3 noehe ae a ams Wi 
white hair. Steve Martin? Gray suit, jac toe; under his atm 
And next to Steve, 4 fat man in a putty sia es jacket, Hell 
no! John Candy too? What luck! This was just like the moment 
sn Planes, Trains 3 Automobiles when they were headed back to 
Steve Martin's house, so if I just followed them, I would at fete 
end up somewhere in the States, which would be better than this 
hellhole. I started running, but for some reason I couldn't catch 
up with them, even though they were walking and I was running, 
Really fast. I started sweating like a pig, and since I never really 
get any exercise, I pooped out pretty quick. I was telling my legs 
to run, but they just didn’t seem to be listening, and by now Steve 
Martin and John Candy were off in the distance on top of a cliff 
on the other side of a river with no way across. Pretty much just 
like the climax of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom—except 
no rope bridge. You're kidding me! But as I stood on my side of 
the gorge wondering how Steve and John got across, they were 
already disappearing into the shadow of the cliff. Damn it! Left 
behind again. “Hey!” I called after them, but it was too late, and 
I me, alone. Alone? I looked around and it was true. Nobody 
ut me. I'd been so busy following Steve and John that I hadn't 
oo other pane _ gone off somewhere else. 
good would rede ite ie a tiny line on the horizon; and what 
rannind® One hs: back to a train that was no xe 
could catch the next a gaits lee Gaal ee 
the best plan: wait for mat came along. ‘That was probably 
Better that than end y ries and get dropped off anual 
I decided I would go aes ite out here by the gorge. But i i 
»4 heard someone call my name. “Aiko. 


luggage I was makin 
line, so I scrambled o 
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Aiko!” A voice that could speak Jap 
é ‘ 


that sounded familiar. I ran back 
yoice 


Se calling my name! A 


to the gorge 
h ndred yards away, on top of the cliff sj houetted 8®, and there, a 
u 


Joyst0° da boy, waving in my direction. Akihiko § 

Sano?. ; 

What was Sano doing here? Everybody’s been 
What was he doing out here in the middle of n 
or Mexico or wherever the hell we were? 

“Hey!” I called, waving to him. : 

“Hey!” he called again and waved back. “Come on 

“How?” I yelled. “There’s no bridge!” 

“There’s an airplane right over there!” he called. “Use that!” - 

I walked toward the spot where he was pointing and saw he 
was right—sort of. Hidden behind a nearby pile of rock was a 
helicopter, not a plane. One large propeller on top—and totally 
rusted out. It must have crash-landed here ages ago. 

“You mean this?” I called up to Sano. 

“Yes, yes,” he shouted. I studied the heap of twisted metal. A 
one-man helicopter, but with the cockpit mostly ripped away and 
the seat in tatters. It was half buried in sand, and the iron arm and 


ano, 


looking for him. 
owhere America 


1? 


up 
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against the blue | 


shaft were red with rust. No way this bucket of shit was going to _ 


fly. “Hop in and get up here!” Sano called. 
In this? Seriously? 


What the hell? I slid into the niined seat, which was a bit tricky 


since the chopper was tipped over in the sand, but as I pushed 
‘Nt the backrest, the whole thing seemed to pop upright out of 
the dune, Okay. But was there any fuel in the tank? I looked aay 
i ‘nstrument panel next to the control stick—and realized 
at there Were pedals below, pretty much like on a pone be 
‘ “ally how you flew this thing? Pedals? Seriously? I brus 
Yas much Sattd 46 I could and grabbed the stick. 


Then I tried : 
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pushing on one of the pedals. Pretty Sticky. ] 


Pushed har e 
not much give. But slowly they began to mo ae 


ve under; my fee, 
as they did, the propeller just above my head began to wi oat 


situated and pumped a little faster. The propeller Sad a Lor 
I started pedaling for real and the propeller began to sie too 
this thing actually going to fly? I pumped as hard as ] due as 
there was a whooshing sound, and a gust of hot air shot ce and 
me. Unbelievable. By now the propeller was spinning so fas, itw 
scary. Bwuuuuuuuun! The copter bucked sideways for a se 
and rose up in the air. I barely moved the Stick, but it lurchea 
forward and I was about to crash into a tree. So I yanked the stick 
toward me and shot up even higher, barely missing the treetop. | 
eased off on the stick and leveled out. Okay, Aiko, you can do this! 
T rotated the stick slightly and headed the chopper over the Gorge, 
then slowed a bit as I got closer to the cliff. Using Sano as a Point 
to steer by, I headed up and over the top. 

“Awesome!” he yelled, waving up at me. I didnt really have 
a free hand to wave back. “But whatever you do,” I heard him 
call, “don’t look down.” Shit. ] was already looking down—and 
realizing that the blue river at the bottom of the gorge wasn't really 
a river at all, it was more sky, sky in the opposite direction from 
the first sky. And somehow I could tell that I was seeing the souls 
of lots of people coming and going in this river of sky. Sky below, 
and crowds of souls milling around. They were definitely humat 
shaped, bluish white—almost translucent—and there were lots 
of them trailing along, like they were swimming...and they were 
pretty much nude. 

Was this for real? I was seeing dead people. Lots of ‘f 

And they were all going off to the right, down the valley. ; 7 
the helicopter around in that direction, and in the eae nig 
see this spooky red sunset and below it an ominous, putP!® 
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sly The souls were heading off in that direction, toward the white 
poundary between the bright sunlight and the dark sky below...or 
maybe the boundary was actually formed by the river of pale blue 
souls itself as it trailed off into the distance. 

“Hey! Over here!” Sano was calling again, and J swung the 
helicopter around in his direction. I was pretty close now, but his 
face looked fuzzy somehow. 

Was it really Sano? If it was, he should be missing a toe... 

I tried to check his foot, but it was blurry too. Not that I could 
have seen his toes at this distance—through his shoes... 

“Over here!” he was still yelling. “That’s right.” 

It must be Sano. But what was he doing here? Why didn’t he 
go home to Chofu? 

I suddenly had a bad feeling about all this. Something didn’t 
seem quite right...5o I pulled back on the stick a bit, not wanting 
to get to him too quickly, and hovered between the two cliffs. 
Then I looked around over my shoulder, thinking maybe I should 
go back the way I'd come, and I got another shock. Carved on the 


face of the cliff on the other side, in letters as big as a house, was 
a message, 





Right there on the cliff—in perfectly good Japanese no less. 


ho ; 
; Could have written it? And there was more, carved in the 
"ormous tock face, | 
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5 
> Over where: 
e _ 
ae back to look at Sano. Was he “over there” or ‘over 
ne 
> ied was he the real Sano? ae 
here ? al one back “over there,” which he was calling “over 
€ 
Was the f 
»> T was getting a little confused. 
ere | sd 
h But I couldn't see anyone on that side 


Janced back at the cliff, but now the message had changed. 
] glan 


Not over there, 





Who did he think he was, ordering me around like that? 

But he did know my name. | 
Who could carve those huge letters in a cliff like that—and 
“N erase them and write something else? 

It was then that I realized that the Sano “over there” was 
still Waving and calling for me to “come back,” but now he was 


lughing like an idiot. That must be Sano. But was he doing ne 
Writing tog> 


th 
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I didn’t know what to think, but I knew it was totally j 
Mcredib| 
e 


But also impossible. 
So what to do? J flew 
though there was no one to talk to, since Sano—real or f, 
ake—wo, 


over “there,” I shouted at the cliff. 


“Who are you?” 
There was a 
pause and then the words 
carved on th 
€ face of 


a cliff vanished and new ones appeared. No one fj 
: anes oe no one carved the new ones. The ao in the 
e carving itself. Never underestimate the good old eae : 

of A—if 


over toward the cliff over “here,” ang 
) eve 
n 


that’s where I was. 
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Mear me? 
vasa back here! 


“Pow are you doing this exactly?” I called. 


alle hat? Pk holy 






Ques tion Ons | aed 
get back 
over here! 
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| Sano anymore. He’d turned into a totally cre 
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“Coming!” 
It was Yoji talking after all. Was I really not 
banked and headed back in his direction. You qo 


801 
In to £0?) | 
vs. Sano? Bye-bye, Sano! 


the Math 


“lo 

But then as I looked back for one last glance 4 | 
another shock. His face, which until now had bee 
out—sort of a blank, actually—was suddenly ¢ 
could see his eyes blazing, his mouth torn Ope 
gas puffing out of his nose. 

“Wait! Don't be stupid, Aiko!” 

It sounded just like something Sano would 


t Sanow 
N hard to 
Trystal Clear an d I 


N, and some Wei 


ay. 


Py monster. Scary! 
Way scary! Time to get out of here. But as I started to pedal like 


mad, Sano Monster reached out toward me with both hands—anj 
unlike normal reaching out, unlike normal hands, his seemed to 
keep coming and coming at me. His arms were actually stretching, 
Gya! He was some kind of ghost. I could see that now. It was Sano 
and yet not Sano. Not human Sano anyway. I wasn’t sure what it 


was, but it was trying to drag me back “there” and I totally didnt 


want to go! I could see now that he was the bad guy! Why hadit 
been so hard to figure out before? “Over here” we have Yoji—s0 
by definition “over there” had to be the bad guy. But all this ws 
going through my mind really, really quick—because the rest i 
me was totally busy pedaling. I glanced back and could see 5a” 
white arms stretching out—and out and out and out and.out@ 
out toward my little chopper. Scary Sano! Scary scary scuy 
scary: Stop it! Leave me alone! I could tell I was about to 
crying. But this was no time to cry. If those hands got me,1w° r 
never get back to “this” side, to Yoji’s side, and then Tid nevet 
him again. And I couldn't let that happen! 
Sano could just fuck off and die! 
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But of course! That was it! I suddenly understood. 

Sano had done just that—died. The Sano waving to me on th 
iff was already an ex-Sano, and “over there” was the side of fe 
dead. “Over here,” Yoji’s side, was where living people—well— 
fived. Shit! So then that river with all the souls swimming alon 
down there—must be the Styx. : 
_ Good grief! I'd been about to cross the River Styx! Sano, that 
shit, had been trying to lure me across—which would not have 
been a good ideal! 

I glanced back. Sano was still standing on top of the cliff, 
reaching those spooky arms toward me. And they were getting 
closer and closer. I wasn’t out of the woods yet! 

“Help me, Yoji!” I screamed. 





Uh... okay, I won't. 
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I didn't. I pedaled like crazy. Pedal pedal 
pedal pedal! 

But Sano’s hands were gaining on me. The 
inches away. So I pedaled even harder, like tot 
it was the end if I didn’t—duh! 


come on, Aiko! 


Shit! It’s no good. I’m not going to make it, Yoji! 
= > ys , 
mold on! You 
‘ 
can de it! 


Forget it! ’m telling you I can’t. Don't keep saying I can! 
And at that point 


Sano’s creepy weird hands were just about 
grab hold of the tail of my helicopter. 
Keep your fucking hands off, Sano!” 


sump! 


pedal Pedal Pedal 


Y Were just 4 few 
ally crazy hard, iy 
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I looked down—nothing but the sky at the bottom of the gorge 
and the river of dead souls flowing through it. A hundred yards 


below. Or more. 
I could barely see from the sweat pouring off my face. 


“T can't, Yoji!” 


z 
ag 
Its 





Okay? No way! It isn’t okay a¢ all! You think you could take a 


swan dive into a river of dead souls, Yoji? 


192 ASURA GIRL 


Well why didn’t you say so? That’s a whole different ‘ 


t 
where are you? Are you dead? If you are, then I don’: aly ty 
Ming 


dying. 





Noooooo! Shit! He got me. Sano had grabbed hold of my 
helicopter, and he was beginning to drag me back “there.” When 
I turned to look, those totally weirdo blazing eyes were getting 


closer and closer. Shit! 


| mg" A ni all 
You idiot, Aike' 
if youre going 
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to jump, do it 
now’ 


“Pm holding you responsible, Yoji!” I screamed. 

Then I pushed up out of the seat and jumped—straight toward 
the river of dead souls at the bottom of the sky spread out below... 

Byuuuuuuuuuuuuunnel 

I fell faster and faster, the cliff racing by next to me. The blue 
river of the dead came rushing up toward me, and as I got closer 
I could see that it consisted of an unbelievable number of souls— 
too many, in fact, even for all the people who had ever lived in the 
whole world. But then it occurred to me that maybe it wasn’t just 
people, maybe these were the souls of animals and plants too. Or 
maybe even the souls of aliens? 

But was this really the time to be worrying about stuff like that? 

I was falling and was going to die too! 

Falling into the sky to die! 

Diving into the river of the dead! 

What could be lamer than that? 

But just as the river filled up my whole field of vision, just as I 


was about to plunge in, I felt someone grab my collar, and my fall 


began to slow. Finally I stopped, right in midair. 

Saaaaafe! 
it — nee around, calling Yoji’s name, but when I looked, 
in the ane holding me but that weird guy—or girl?p—I had met 
the lon oe passage at Chofu Station, the geeky one with 
| § Nair and the pink shirt that looked just like Bondo Oki. 
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What the fuck was a aoing here 
“Who the fuck are you?” I said. | 
“Calm down, calm down,” said a husky but shrill Voice seit ; 
way to tell whether it was male or female—and then I felt 
being lifted up by the collar. | 
Or maybe I was floating up, along with my geeky rescuer. 
Up and up. aa | 
Suspended by the scruff of my neck, like a kitten in its mother, 
mouth, I floated up through the clouds, back to the valley where [4 
been before, though both Sano and the helicopter had vanished, 
Good riddance. 
I was relieved, starting to feel a little more like myself. 
“Who are you?” I asked, trying to sound a little nicer this time. 
“Me? My name is Tansetsu Sakurazuki.” 
Tansetsu Sakurazuki? What kind of name was that? Sounded 


like the pen name of some bogus manga writer. And he looked 
the part too. 


0 


Myself 


But even knowing the name, I still wasn’t sure about the gender. 

“And what exactly do you do?” I asked. 

“I'm a fortune-teller.” 

That figured. 

“And where do you tell these fortunes>” 

“At Odaiba—in Tokyo—but that hardly matters now, I would 
think.” 


“It matters to me. You look pretty suspicious.” 
Sakurazuki let out a sigh. 
“Well, Miss Aiko K 

rescue didn’t go as smoo 
“Rescue?” 


eos . on my 
atsura, your suspicion is the reas 


thly as I would have liked.” 


‘Just come back with me and all will be explained.” toi 
So was it you who saved me from the Mafia guys on a 
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«Guilty 4s charged. I’ve been looking out for you in a number 
ise. ” 
a is you Emily Henmi too?” 

“No, during the Emily and Gucci kidnap caper, I was Shintaro 
Ishihara, governor of Tokyo. You really shouldn't have gotten in 
that car.” 

He was Shintaro Ishihara? What was going on? 

“That whole episode was a little dicey. If it weren't for the help 
J received from your little friend Yoji Kaneda, we might have lost 


” 
ou. 


“Yoji! Where'd he get to anyway? Why are you here and not 


him?” 





Peni aia te 
My. Sakurazuki. 
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“So shat’ how Mr. Kaneda has been communicag; Dg With 
in those big letters on the cliff. It’s the best he can do~thoug 
suppose you don't really mind, do you Aiko, since it’s Mr, Kaneda 
I suspect you'll forgive his rather vulgar ‘shouting.” 

What was he talking about? Had he somehow figured oy 
I felt about Yoji? | 

But he had! Shit! And now Yoji would know too! 

“Yoji!” I shouted. 


thoy 





“Hold on, Miss Katsura, are you sure—” 

“It’s okay, I need to know.” 

“But please wait just a minute, until we get to the top of the 
cliff over there.” 2 ig 

“But when we get there, I won't be able to see what Yoji’s writing 

“Tm sure you'll manage somehow...” 

“No, I want to see what he writes,” I told him. hed 

I was totally embarrassed, ready to crawl in a hole. But el 
these feelings—this love—for six years now, and I needed 
whether Yoji felt anything in return. at 4 

“Yoji? Do you like me? Do you have any feelings for me : 

He had saved my life, after all. 


At least he hadn't wanted me to die! 
Yoji? Answer me!” 
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you asking? 


Cant we just 





De ‘rie 


So, that was that. 


Whatever. I knew he was telling the truth. Nobody lies about a 
thing like that. Not that I wouldn't have minded if he had—if he'd 
told me he liked me even if it was a lie—but he was Yoji and Yoji 
had to tell the truth. Shit, shit, shit! 

But at least now I knew. 

“Thanks, Yoji. See you around.” 

I reached back and yanked the collar of my shirt loose from 
Sakurazuki’s sweaty hand and sent myself falling again, back deep 

_ into the sky. 


Byuuuuuuuuuuuuuunuuuunuun! 


‘ S eelaag came flying after me as I fell, but he looked totally 
sams I kicked his ugly face in midair to stop him from 
: is me. After I landed the kick, he fell way behind and I lost 
‘84t of him. Fine with me. 
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Totally fine with me if 1 died just about now. Now ee: 
for sure, what did I have to live for? 

The Way of Love was closed to me, so what was the 
living? Enough already. I knew that only an idiot aden of 
this easily, but anything was better than living with all th; o . 
and pain. Dying was actually easier. Sorry! Sorry ] re ame 
more will to live! But what the fuck? Don’t be mad at ses 
copping out like this. It was just that it all happened a i for 
quick: my declaration of love, Yoji’s rejection, and now m e too 
demise. But that was all right with me. Y swift 


Ukney, 


I loved you, Yoji. 
Ever since—you know when. I only had eyes for Yoji. You 
all I wanted in the whole wide world. What a shame it es 
meant to be. me 
Bye-bye. 
Ahhh. But what was goi 
Pee ae going to happen to me now, falling up 


The Forect 


MorNING COMES EARLY IN HapETBRA. 

My father and mother leave for work before dawn. My older 
brother, Olle, hops up just as they are going—he has soccer every 
morning at school. He eats his breakfast and then heads off to 
practice, kicking the ball all the way. So I am quite alone by six 
oclock when I finally rouse myself. In point of fact, the mothers 
and fathers in the other two houses in Hadetbra also leave for work 
before dawn, so the children who are left behind get out of bed 
and gather for breakfast. We all agree that the meal tastes better 
When we eat together. We refer to our little group as an “eating 
club,” and we like to think it is a very grown-up sort of gathering, 
Just the sort of thing our parents would do if they didn’t have to 
hurry off to work. We call it the Hadetbra Morning Eating Club. 
el members of our little club include Hejdanatt and Adju, 

rites who live next door on one side, and Nulla and Inte, the 

On the other, their little sister Nej, and me—I’m Kerstin. 
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by 
te love soccer too, and I'm sure they would |; 


but they are both terrible sleepyheag. be 
and 


than Ret 


Nulla and In 
vith Olle, ree 
on the bei ro stayin bed hugging their pillows rathey 


up early to kick the ball with aoe 

Today again, our mothers left bre Tus, and we } 
what they had made and gathered to eat it at one table, Bu 
was just slightly different. Usually, baa eat at Nulla an 
house, since they have the biggest family and the bigge 
But today the sky was so very blue, and the clouds Were racin 
across it in such wonderful shapes, that it was hard to stay indoors 
Someone suggested we have a picnic, so we carried the table out 
to the garden and had our breakfast in the open air. 

And what a lovely breakfast it was! So lovely I found myself 
wondering why we didn’t do this every day. The Sausages and milk 


seem to pre 


Ought 
t today 
d Inte’ 
St table 


and eggs were even more delicious than usual—perhaps they were 
delighted to be set outdoors too. The goat cheese dissolved softly 
on my tongue, the wonderful flavor rippling through my mouth, 
Cheese this fresh and soft is better eaten just as it is, rather than 
spread on bread. Everyone seemed to be enjoying it. Nulla had 
piled a ridiculous mound on a slice of toast, more than he could 
possibly fit in his mouth, and when he tried, he planted the end of 
his nose in the pile. As I watched, quite appalled, his little brother 
ante reached out for the cheese to repeat the trick. So I slapped 
his hand. I shudder to think how our meals would deteriorate if 
ie a to counter the bad influence of Nulla and Inte. mt 
vey ‘a boys have their naughty side. Which is why ae 
with their a ci . ee aS ie kaae i 0 
perfectly ane ) : ejdanatt chimed in to say that it was es ‘ofl 
two cents af oe Adju and Nej had to add tne 
atter her, 


ef 
oday was a wonderful, wonderful day—the first day ofsun™ 
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vacation: As san as we had finished our breakfast, Nulla and 
inte began looking around for something to do. It was, they said, 
much too much tr suble £0 Bo au the way to school to play soccer, 
How about swimming in the river? Or having an adventure in the 
forest? Perhaps we should go tease Lorna’s dog. Or go hunting for 
insects. Lhe boys tossed out ideas one after another. 

Now that we had finished our meal, we girls needed to decide 
what we wanted to do as well. Adju and Hejdanatt and Nej all 
looked at me. Since the weather was so fine, I was in favor of 
going to the river or the woods to play with the boys. Still, I knew 
that Adju didn’t like to join in their games since she thought they 
could get too rough. Her older sister, Hejdanatt, on the other 
hand, was as rough and competitive as they come. 

I told the boys that they mustn’t go into the Western Forest. 

Of course they wanted to know why.  ~ . 

Because, I explained, a terrifying monster had recently made 
its home there. 

As I might have foreseen, this news only excited their curiosity. 
“What kind of monster?” Nulla wanted to know. 

“The kind that snatches children and cuts them up into little 
pieces,” I told them. 

Inte was properly frightened now, but Nulla’s eyes sparkled. 
‘And then eats them?” he wanted to know. 

“Apparently not,” told him. “The monster takes them deep into 
the forest, all in pieces, and leaves them alone to die ever so slowly.” 
th last bit of information I finally detected a look of fear 

as eyes. | 
oe later, however, the boys were busy with their silly 
aS tie ey pinched each other’s arms and cheeks, apparently 
8 experiments to see how much it might hurt to be cut 


Up by the Monster, ‘i 
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First Nulla took the skin near Inte’s elbow between his thy 
and forefinger and gave it a a » 

ch! 

he sane immediately, apparently in real pain, 

Then it was Nulla’s turn. 

Inte chose a particularly soft spot on his Upper arm 
squeezed as hard as he could. Nulla clenched his teeth, “ 
Inte asked, Nulla shook his head. He’s a very competitive boy ee 
he wasn't likely to surrender that easily. 

So Inte found a spot on the white skin of his thigh, Protrudin 
from his little shorts, and pinched there with his othe; hand 
The expression on Nulla’s face was almost relaxed now, 


and 
Give Un» 


“Ts that 
the best you can do?” he asked. To look at them, you might have 


thought Inte was the one being pinched. He closed his eyes and 
squeezed with all his might. Nulla tensed and his mouth came 
open in a great circle, as though a cry were about to emerge, but 
he remained silent. He merely stood there, eyes closed and mouth 
open, and forced himself to bear up under the pain. It was an 
impressive feat to behold. 

Next Nulla found a fork that was lying on the table and handed 
it to Inte. “Try using this,” he told his brother, laughing merrily, But 
Inte looked shocked, and we girls, watching nearby, were horrified. 

“Stop, Nulla,” I told him. But he just laughed again and said 
that such a little fork would never pierce the skin, that it would do 
nothing more than make a slight impression. 

“Have a 0,” he told Inte. 

Inte held the fork in his hand, but he looked completely 

“Stop,” I said again. “You’]| get hurt.” 

‘Dont worry,” Nulla said. “’m sure he’ll be gentle.” 

a why do you want him to?” I asked. nef the 

cause I want to know how the children feel | 
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monster cuts them,” he said. 

This was hardly an explanation. Why 
intentionally ask you to hurt him? But as I stood p 
e urged his brother again. . 


would anyone 
uzzling over his 


answel, h . 
‘Just alittle stab, Inte,” he said. Inte closed his eyes and, gripping 


the fork in his hands, he planted it in Nulla’s abdomen, “Doesn't 
hurt a bit,” said Nulla. “Look,” he added, rolling up his shirt to 
expose the soft white skin of his belly. “Do it again,” he said. 

Inte was clearly upset, but what could he do, with Nulla egging 
him on like that? He closed his eyes, clutched the fork tighter, and 
slowly pushed it into Nulla’s stomach. 

“Harder,” said Nulla. 

Inte pushed the fork and at last the tip buried itself in Nulla’s skin. 

“Still nothing,” Nulla said, so Inte planted it deeper. By now the 
tines of the fork had vanished into Nulla—though he showed no 
signs of distress. 

“Harder, harder,” he ordered. 

I wondered how he could be standing the pain, but judging 
from the smile on his face he was much less uncomfortable than 
when his brother had pinched him a moment ago. 

The top of the fork’s handle had disappeared into Nulla’s belly. 

Nope, nothing,” he said. “A fork doesn’t hurt at all.” Looking 
terribly telieved, Inte immediately pulled it out. A line of four red 
dots appeared on Nulla’s skin. | 


hen, in the blink of an eye, Nulla had taken the fork from Inte’s. 


h 
~ and replaced it with a knife that had been left on the table. 


Ty this instead,” he told his brother. The blood seemed to 
— ftom Inte’s face. 


COP tT eed 
u 
than - sughed. “Don't worry,” he said. “It can’t be any worse 
e ee 
ork. Give it a try, Inte. Just like before.” 
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Then he grabbed Inte’s hand as ae sehen straight 

d his gut. The flat, silver tip of the blade entered near; 
towar' left by the fork and disappeared slowly under; the ski 
ae belly must have been very soft, because the blade lid 
quite easily as we stood there and es nk hypnotized Now, 
unable to look away. The other girls were ieee: de vey Slow 
Nulla pulled his brother’s hand toward him, drawing the blade 


into his body. 

“T can't feel a thing,” he said, letting go of Inte’s hand at last 
“Try pushing it a little deeper.” — | 

Inte did as he was told, and the knife disappeared bit by bit into 
Nulla’s belly. 

Then, all at once, Nulla, who had maintained an icy calm up 
to this point, suddenly let out a terrible scream and collapsed into 
a chair. . 

Inte, his face instantly gone white, pulled back on the knife, 
and as he did, Nulla slipped from the chair and onto the floor 
Inte tossed the knife aside and bent over his brother. “Nulla!” he | 
cried, and the rest of us rushed over to them. “Nulla! Nulla! Are 
you all right?” we called, but he just lay there with his eyes closed, 
his clenched teeth visible between his lips. 

Foolish Nulla! 

That’s what comes of playing with knives! 

Nulla! we called again. 

But then from somewhere we could suddenly hear an ean 
laugh, and when we looked more closely, it was clear that Nullas 
shoulders were shaking in time with the sound. 

He'd fooled us completely! 

I hit him on the back, 


. and his eyes opened in a bright smile 
Gotcha!” he gigoled. 


: t 
We felt relieved and exhausted and crestfallen somehow a 
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cai and the whole group collapsed in a circle on the ground. 
Nulla looked around at us, smiling his inimitable smile, but Inte, 
pechaps still not understanding that his brother had been playing 
a trick on us, stood over him with a flabbergasted look on his face. 

Nulla stood at last. “Gotcha, gotcha,” he said and danced away 
as if to mock us. It was only then that Inte seemed to realize what 
had happened—but the realization made him suddenly very mad. 

“Nulla!” he screamed, chasing after his brother. Nulla just 
laughed and ran away, followed by the furious Inte; and since it 
appeared the chase was on, we girls joined in, crying out wildly 
as we, too, ran after Nulla. Thus it was that the first day of our 


summer holidays began with an impromptu game of tag. 


When we had finished with tag and then hide-and-seek, we 
returned the plates and bowls we had brought from our kitchens, 
tidied up the table, and sat down to discuss how to spend the day. 
In the end, we decided to go down to the river. 


The river was full of fish and freshwater crabs, and Nulla and | 


Inte were always anxious to try to catch them—though we girls 
much preferred to simply look at these creatures as we paddled 
about in the clear water. 

A large trout came swimming up from the bottom and passed 


tight near where I was floating, its body slowly undulating, as | 


thoi 
fies it were showing off its handsome scales. Golden sunlight 
imei glinting br ightly off the fish’s belly. It was so pretty 


that I . 
rs decided not to tell the boys. The trout sank again below me, 
‘Mming maj 


fish estically away upstream. It occurred to me that the 
Must be 5 


made me h 
-Agtimpse i il to think that I was the only one who had caught 


aap on the bank and let the bright sun warm my 


> 
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ome powerful being that inhabited the river, and it | 
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few minutes, and then we al] head 
carer nied hes had fallen from th... %o 
a walk downstream. Branches Tom the —_ 


s 
e floating in the river. The boys fished out two th at had o 
en 


N 


er 
eee in the water and used them for a swordfight. The 


wandered slowly along the bank, searching for oddly shaped rock 
and pretty pebbles. Adju found one a was snow white. I Wag 
so pure it seemed almost cranslupent like a piece of smoky alass 
“Maybe it’s a gemstone,” she said, on I thought she might b, 
right. Hejdanatt and I were a bit jealous of her discovery and 
began searching more carefully among the stones on the Shore, 
but neither of us could find anything like the white jewel, 

Before long we realized it was lunchtime, so we climbed Up 
from the river and walked back to the village. My mother ang 
father had returned from work for lunch, and the smell of grilling 
fish wafted from the house. After promising to continue our 
adventures in the afternoon, we went our separate ways. 

My mother was in the kitchen stirring a pot of soup, while my 
father sat on the sofa in the living room finishing the newspaper 
he had started this morning. I decided to interrupt his reading by 
climbing onto his lap. 


Then we waited a long while, stomachs growling with hunger, 
for Olle to come home from soccer. I suggested we eat without him, 
but my father said we must wait, so I was forced to simply imagine 
how delicious the fish and soup and all the rest would taste. 

But at last it became apparent that Olle was really much later 
than usual. What could have happened to him? I would have liked 
to go look for him at school, but the walk there took more than 
hour, which was beyond my strength, especially since I had eate? 


nothing since Morning. I was so weak I doubted I could rise from 
my chair. 
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1 caught sight of Nulla and the others outside our window. 
Hej danatt came to the door and called for me. I barely ingeaped 
to drag myse 

“Let's gO, 
“avent you eaten 

“No,” told her. 
nd we have to wait for him.” 

d off somewhere on the way home, 


if over to meet her. 
> she said. I just shook my head, unable to speak. 


yet?” she asked. 


” 


school a 
“Te must have stoppe 
Hejdanatt said. 
“T suppose SO, 
‘f he were as hungry 
came to meals. 
“You should go ahead witho 
along once I’ve eaten. Where do you think you'll be 
“You know,” said Hejdanatt, ignoring my question, “for some 


ink Olle may have gone to the Western Forest. It’s 
shortcut. Maybe 


»T said. But I doubted he’d have lingered long 
as I was. He was usually so prompt when it 


5” 


reason I th 
right on the way home from school, almost like a 


he tried to go through.” 
This thought took my breath away. The Weste 
Hejdanatt was right that it stood between out village and the 


school. Our normal route went far out of the way to steer clear 
—a narrow and dark one—that 


rn Forest? 


of the forest. But there was a path 
went straight through. The grown-ups sometimes took it, and the 

ee as a test of courage if there were several in a group, 

girls never went that way. 

oes ce in his hurry to get home, gone that way alone? If he 
eee | the monster we'd heard about had got him! I stood 
;j bia meat terrified, even forgetting how hungry I was. 
Soon, but ] oe to reassure me, insisting he would be home 
“d be here ses shake my head. “If he were coming home, 
y now,” I told her. I knew he would never skip a 


“We haven't even started. Olle’s not back from - 


ut me,” told Hejdanatt. “Tl come — 


but » 
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meal if he had a choice. 1 turned to see my father Bet up fr 
kitchen table and go into the living room to telephone thie 

“Ts Olle still there?” he asked. Hejdanatt and I Watch 
change in his expression. He listened for a moment 


phone tightly. “I see,” he said. “Thank you.” Then he 


T™ the 
Choo} 
ed for any 
’ Stipping the 
put down the 
receiver. 


“Is he still playing soccer?” I asked him, but he just shook his head 

“They said practice ended quite some time ago and everyone 
has gone home.” Before these words were out of his mouth, a 
shiver went through my body. I was sure now that he had taken 
the road through the forest and that the monster had caught him, 

But I wasn’t about to tell my mother and father what | was 
thinking. I knew how much they loved Olle, and if they thought 
he'd been captured by a monster, cut into pieces, and carried away 
to some secret spot in the forest, they would have gone mad with 
grief. I didn’t want to cause them such terrible pain. 

But what was I to do? The rumors said that the monster cut 
up the children but didn't kill them right away. Instead he took 
them deep into the forest to suffer a slow and painful death. Then 
perhaps Olle was still alive. Perhaps he was hurt but had managed 
to survive and was hidden away somewhere. If that were so, then! 
would go to his rescue. He was my big brother after all, and that's 
what any good sister would do. 

“Hejdanatt,” I said, taking her by the hand, going outside, and 
shutting the door, ‘I think youre right. I think Olle took the forest 
road and was caught by the monster. I have to try to find him, and 
I'm hoping you and the others will come with me.” 

A terrified look spread over Hejdanatt’s face. “But w° dom 
ee know that the monster got him,” she said. 

I can't stay here and do nothing!” I told her. “The si 
could be doing horrible things to him even as we speak!”] star 


ter 
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to run. I couldn't hold still anymore, and J Suppose part of me 
jdat want Hejdanatt to see the tears welling up in my eyes. 

A few moments later, I was hurrying as fast as I could toward 
she forest, praying for Olle—my dear, naughty brother Olle. Why 
would you have gone in the monster’s lair? I’ prayed he was alive, 
that the monster had spared him even if he was in its clutches, and 
chat my trembling legs would carry me to him in time. 

[ soon found myself near the entrance to the forest. When you 
had passed along the road from the village through a pleasant 
grove, you came suddenly to a wall of massive, dark fir trees: the 
Western Forest. Although it was summertime, there was no sign 
chat animals lived here. In the trees along the way, I had heard 
birds singing and seen tracks left by all sorts of creatures, but the 
forest was dark and silent, as though it absorbed all the sound 
around it. 

I was determined to keep going, to run straight on into the wall 
of trees, knowing that if I stopped or hesitated I might never get 
my legs moving again. I was close now, the entrance to the forest 
in sight, but the path ahead, beneath the overhanging limbs, was 
dark and obscure. Still, I had no choice but to go on. 

But just as I was about to pass under the first dark boughs, an 
old man and woman came walking out of a thicket by the path. I 
me never laid eyes on either of them before. 

Pie: lady!” said the old man, beckoning to me. “Please stop. 
Must not enter the forest.” 

ao ato I couldn't have kept my legs from propelling 

aaa even if I’d tried. Then, as I ran on, another old man 

28 Well n appeared from the underbrush and called out to me 


« 
Do ) é 
Nt £0 into the forest!” 


Wanted . 
to tell them I understood, but that my brother was in 
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there and I had to 
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go. But I was so breathless from running tha; 


uldn’t come out. 
nd then a fourth old couple appeared — 
f them tried to Stop me 


the words just wo 
Still a third a 
d allo 

ts near the forest, an 
ee eyes and ignored them. I was nearly a 


) 


last I closed my 
cs eae All I had to do was run straight ahead. 


Perhaps because my eyes were closed, I could hear everything 
quite clearly—the sound of my footsteps and my breath and the 
voices of the old people calling to me. I knew that they were 
worried, but the voice I wanted to hear was Ollle’s, 

The heat of the sun on my back suddenly vanished, and the 
warm summer air turned chilly. Though my eyes were still closed, 
I knew I had entered the forest. And it wasn’t just the warmth 
that was gone—the voices of all the old people, which had been 


t 


so distinct a moment before, had fallen silent now. The sounds of 
the outside world could not reach me here. Even the sounds of 
my own breath and footsteps were muffled and faint. I opened 
my eyes, needing to be certain I was still running, still breathing, 

And indeed I was. When I turned to look back, I could see that 
T had barely come any distance at all from the first rank of trees. 
The old people were nowhere to be seen. 

Then I came to an abrupt halt. Looking back, I had spotted 
ele figures in a patch of sunlight just beyond the shadows of 
aera and Inte, if I wasn’t mistaken, and Hejdanatt, 

napa ttcie econ 
I Saw them here I ie - soa one when Thad is OW, oe a 
wrong to lead them oe Ra abe a cai ‘id 
never want € clutches of a terrible monster. 1 wou! 

Thelay any harm to come to them. 
as loudly ae to stop them, “Don’t come in here!” ! called 

- But MY voice seemed to die as it left ™ 
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( 


mouth, and what should have been a loud shout came out ae 
parely more than a whisper. In the end, I wasn’t sure whether any 
sound had emerged at all. | 

I tried shouting again, but again I couldn’t even hear my own 


yoice. It was just as I'd imagined—this strange forest was actually 


sucking up all the sound. The fir trees all around were enormous, 


and their limbs seemed to reach out for me. Their needles were 
dark green, shading to pitch black in the shadows below. Anything 
at all might have been hiding in this gloom—sinister things that 
would have felt right at home in such an awful spot. The thick 
roots of the trees made a pattern of deep furrows in the murky 
forest floor. It was a net cast over the ground, and it reminded me 
somehow of the net of golden scales I had seen just hours before, 
glinting on the belly of the river trout. But this one seemed evil, 
with none of the beauty of the fish. : 

I knew for sure now that this was no place for my friends! 

I turned around to face them, crossed my arms in front of me to 
signal that they should stop. But they kept coming straight toward 
me—though apparently unable to see me as they ran. But of course!— 
until I made my way in here, I hadn't been able to see anything inside 
either. How could they see me in these deep shadows? 

I started back the way I came, but the roots seemed to trip me 
up and I fell flat on my face. How could this be? Coming in, I'd 
had no trouble running with my eyes closed, but now that I was 
trying to go back, the roots heaved up and prevented me from 
leaving, Thad hit my knee in the fall and it hurt a great deal, but 
Just as I was forcing myself to my feet again, Nulla and the others 
reached the edge of the forest and came rushing in. 

7 paid Hejdanatt called when she caught sight of me. As 
Cught, from outside I must have been invisible, even though 


d 
“topped just a few steps into the forest. She ran straight to me 
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d gave me a hug. “I’m sorry I didn't want to come with YOu," sp 
an Pe 

id, almost in tears. . 
= embraced her for a moment before taking a step back « 
Hejdanatt,” I said. “You shouldn't be here, and neither sh, 
wehers, This is a terrible place. I want you to go back—alj 
I'll go on alone.” 

Inte looked at me for a moment, and then when he spoke y 
he said the oddest thing. “It may be terrible,” he said, 
already come all this way.” 


0, 
uld the 
Of you, 


“by t we've 


“Don't be silly, Inte. We're barely past the entrance,” | saiq 
But when I looked toward the edge of the trees and the Patch of 
sunlight that should have been right beyond, I saw nothing but 
thick trunks and shadows. Worse still, there was no sign now of 
the narrow path I had followed into the forest. In its place I saw a 
thick carpet of dried fir boughs and the undulating web of roots, 

A shudder ran through me, and my eyes drifted upward. 

But like everything else that had disappeared, the blue summer 
sky that should have been above our heads was nowhere to be 
seen. Thick, dark branches crowded in from every direction, lacing 
together, and though the treetops were obscured somewhere 
overhead, I knew I had never seen such tall trees before. 

As it finally began to dawn on me ‘that we were now deep in 


the heart of the forest, my body started to tremble. The other girls 
were shivering too. Nulla a 
but Inte looked terribly p 


held hands and looked ar 


“Why did you ever come so far into this horrible place all by 
yourself?” Hejdanatt said. I told them I had gone no farther than 
the entrance, but clearly they didn’t believe me. 

The entrance?” Nulla 


said. “We ran a long, long way fr° 
entrance before we caught sig 


ht of you here, far off the path. 


nd Inte were putting up a brave front, 
ale even in the dim light. Nej and Adju 
ound timidly. 


m the 
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ove very odd, I thought. What had happened? How had I 


to be here? [ had no idea. But one thing was certain: there 


H 


come : : 
eis something uncanny about this forest, something evil lurking 
ground US : 
“We cant worry about that now,” I said. “Let’s get back to the 
ath.” 


Everyone agreed immediately, and Nulla led the way. I took 
Hejdanatt’s hand and followed him, and the rest came right 
behind. But no matter how far Nulla walked, we saw nothing 
resembling a path. 

‘Tt ought to be right around here,” Nulla said, his puzzled face 
swiveling back and forth. But there was no sign of it anywhere. 

I knew then what had happened: the forest had hidden the 
path from us to make certain we stayed lost forever. And I knew, 
too, that there was a monster here, and that the forest was its ally. 
As for me, my only allies were these five children. 

At this point Nej and Adju began to cry. There were tears 
in Inte’s eyes too, and even Nulla and Hejdanatt seemed to be 
struggling to keep calm. 

Thad to be strong, I told myself. I had led my friends in here, and 
Iwould find a way to get them out. But if I was going to succeed in 
this undertaking, I couldn’t let myself be beaten by these terrible trees. 

“Why don’t we sing?” I said, and I started into a song myself. 


a Die! Die! Die! Every last one of you'll die! 
ae last one of you'll die! Die! Time is a-wasting! So die! 
cull never &et out of the woods, oh no! | 


N 
2 one of you'll get home alive! 


My f; 
Y Miends screamed as the words faded into the shadows, but 


Some 
ow | , 3 
~ Wasnt sure what I had just sung. 


185 


156 


ASURA GIRL 


“What was that?” I murmured. It certainly wasn’t 
- ° t 
had intended to sing, which would have been soit he Song 


something to cheer us up. I’hen where had this sige ing ith 
Inte burst into tears, and I knew Hejdanatt an Ome from 

fact, she was tapping me on the shoulder, ang eae © next. i 

look, great drops were collecting in her blog dae a 

would you want to sing something so horrible?” she Wh, 
“Never mind,” said Nulla. “Tl sing.” 


Now the fun begins, my dears! 

One of you shortly will die! 

It’s up to you to choose just who, 
But one of you shortly must die! 

So pick the one who's not much fun! 
Since one of you shortly must die! 


Another scream met Nulla’s song, but this time I was screaming 
too. 

“Stop!” I yelled, but one look at his pale face told me that hed 
had no more control over the lyrics than I'd had. Those were not 
the words he’d wanted to sing. 

Just then Adju called Nej’s name and reached out to hold hes 
but Nej’s body floated lightly away, up in the air. 

AAs she was lofted up, Ne} screamed, and the rest of us answett 
with a pier cing cry. We watched, stunned, as she floated up among 
the branches, paused for a moment, then spun around and flew° 
into the depths of the forest. 


« «py 5 ed 
Nej!”Nulla called, beginning to run after her as she disappe* 
a the trees. The rest of us followed. pos 


. ‘ 
Pe uf she was flying too fast and we couldn't keep up. SS 
aded into the distance as we lost sight of her. 
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“Neeeee|!” Nulla called again, but she was gone. 


So wholll be next? Whos next to die? 

Whoever it is wont simply fly. 

This time ll be slower, with lots more pain! 

You'll suffer and suffer, then you'll perish in vain! 


It er Adju’s turn to offer a tune, though she clearly had no 
more idea what she was singing than we'd had. Tears were running 
down her face, and perhaps she had simply opened her mouth to 
weep aloud and this hideous song came out. 

Inte begged her to stop, but as the song came to an end she 
floated up into the air just as Nej had a moment ago. She let out a 
horrible scream and then, right before our eyes, the little bare legs 
dangling below Adju’s skirt were snapped off at the knees. Blood 
spurted out, drenching us as we stood looking up at her, and we 
scattered, our mouths gaping open in horror. 

Adju’s body drifted up. We heard a few whimpering sounds 
and then it, too, soared off into the forest. This time, though, no 
one made a move to follow. 

A plopping sound echoed behind us, and we turned to see 
Adju’s severed legs settling to earth; but strangely, horribly, they 
landed on their feet and stood planted together as though Adju 
were still with them. Then they began to run toward us. 

We scattered again, terrified, but the legs seemed to have no 

Fit in us, running straight past and into the forest in the same 

they is her body had gone. Clip, clop, clip, clop, clip, clop.. -until 
ished from sight. 


as ; ee 
tood there stunned, unable to take in what was happening. 


Was i nly that J deeply r egretted having come into this forest. I 
"Nt certain I would never see Olle again, and now Nej and 
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Adju were gone too. And I had no idea how the rest of US Woy 
Ould 


ever get out. 
Hejdanatt stood next to me, clutching my hand and trembj 
All at once her mouth opened as though she were abou; se : ; 
something. No! I thought. But it was too late. | 
The next one to go will suffer still more! 
The next will suffer a lot! 
You'll pray to die faster, but faster’s a bore, 
Get ready to suffer, to suffer still more! 


I looked at Nulla and Inte, and they looked back at me. Inte’ 
mouth opened as though to beg for help, but nothing came out, 
Then he spat out a single word: “Me!” 

Yet nothing happened to him. | 

“You have to say a name,” Nulla said. 

“Quiet, Nulla!” Inte said, but before our minds could even 
register what he'd done, Nulla floated into the air. We heard him 
yell “No!” as he sailed high up among the fir branches. Then, as he 
paused a moment directly above us, both arms and both legs were 
torn from his body; and before he could even scream, what was 
left of him shot away through the trees. The arms and legs fell to 
earth and went chasing after. 

We stood staring, unable even to breathe. 

Hejdanatt’s eyes were closed and her body had gone rigid 
Inte’s expression was blank and he was shaking uncontrollably 
but he struggled to his feet, sobbed aloud for a moment, and thet 
very quietly said his own name. “Inte” 

Instantly he rose up in the air and his arms and legs came af 
from his body. His torso gave a violent twist and ripped er zn @s 
the waist, spilling out his blood and the full length of his intest!” 
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the earth below. Plop, plop, plop! When they were emptied 
ae head and torso sailed off into the forest, and his arms and 
ole followed after on the ground. 
le hat left just Hejdanatt and me. She was weeping loudly, but 
{ got her attention and put my finger to my lips to signal that we 
should keep quiet. Our voices were clearly not our own here in the 
forest, so the only thing we could do was stop using them. 

Soon she fell silent. I nodded to her and then started to walk 
in the opposite direction from the point where our friends had 
disappeared. Hejdanatt, clutching my hand, followed close behind. 

The forest floor was rough and made for hard going. The roots 
and branches and fallen twigs seemed to grasp at our feet and do 
everything they could to prevent us from making progress. 

Then, before we had gone very far at all, Hejdanatt stepped on 


a dried branch, and the cracking sound seemed to become a voice, 
saying: 


Well then... 


Startled, we stopped short. I was on the point of crying out, and 
Icould only imagine that Hejdanatt was too. She put her hand up 


to cover her mouth, and carefully lifted her foot from the branch. ; 


Instead of another crunch, we heard: 


Who's next? 


Whatever it was—the monster or this horrible forest itself—it 
“eemed to have control of every possible sound. 
Hejdanatt shook her head back and forth and then started to 
ei her hand still clasped to her mouth. Each twig she stepped 
ach Pebble she dislodged, each branch she pushed out of the 
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way made a slight sound, and I soon understood that to 
they had become a new song. Bethe, 


Well then, who's next? 

Well then, who's next? 

Well then, who'll be the next one to die? 
Who would be best? 

And what should you do? 

Yes, what should you do? 

Since the last one to go 


Will be sufferin ge for two! 


It was the most horrible song yet. But if we held our tongues, if 
we did not say any more names, we should be safe. I put my hand 
over my mouth and ran off after Hejdanatt—but the sounds my 
feet made began singing too, a whole medley of gruesome songs, 


The last will be worst, that’s all that 'U say. 
The last will feel pain that won't go away. 
So sooner is better, if only a bit. | 

The last one will suffer until I see fit. 


So die, die, die, die, each one of you die! . 
Now, now, now, now, each one of you now! 
So run, run, run, run, as Jast as you can. 

You won't get away, that’ all that I'll say. 
Your doom is all part of my plan! 


Where are you going, my sweet little girls? 
Where do you think you can flee? 


Why are you running and where will you go 2 
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You'll never, no never, flee me! 


The faster you run, the more it will hurt! 

The pain will run faster than you! 

The pain, oh the pain, oh the pain, pain, pain, pain! 
Only your pain will seem true! 


We ran in a straight line, our jaws clenched tight, but there 
was no sign of the entrance or even the path we had followed in. 
At last, however, when we had run a long way in utter silence, we 
caught sight of a glimmer of light beyond the trees: the end of the 
forest! 

We'd done it! 

We ran on, steering toward the light. At the thought that we 
were seeing the sun again after all this time, the tears I had been 
holding back came pouring out. Gradually the light began to 
grow. The entrance was near now! But then Hejdanatt, who had 
run a bit ahead, fell to the ground, and the sound of her fall turned 
into a single line of song. 


Away, AWAY, away, AWAY, you must Stop runnin 1g away! 


She looked even more terrified than before, but she pulled 
herself to her feet and followed me as J dashed on ahead. It was all 
We could do to avoid the roots and dead branches on the ground, 
and the branches striking us in the face, but we ran on. 

The entrance was near now, and we could see the countryside 
bey, ond, We suddenly realized that we had found the path again, and 
at a little way ahead it was lit by the sun, lined with green grass! 

ust a little farther now! 

NC at that moment I remembered the odd thing that had 
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n I was here before, how I'd thought I wag barely 


he 
happened w e my friends had found me Iw 
» 4 Was 


inside when in fact, by the va is = 
i . It wasnt just soun 
somehow deep in the forest j at was bayer 


our control among these strange trees—space itself seemed to be 
manipulated by someone or something else. So, I suddenly finial 
myself wondering, was that really the entrance, really the a 
shining brightly just a little way ahead? 

I stopped and reached out to take hold of Hejdanatt as re 
raced by me. But I missed her hand and she ran past, dashing fo 
the light. As she ran, each footstep was singing. 


Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! 


Perhaps because this song was ringing in her ears, she didnt 
seem to notice that I was no longer running. I took one more step 
to follow her, but that too became a song. 


How clever of you to see! 


So I'd been right! As I watched, Hejdanatt reached the edge of 
the forest. I tried calling to her, but her name died in my throat. 
Hejdanatt! But the cry never left my lips. Hejdanatt! 

She took a single step out into the sun, her skin glowing in the 
brilliant light. She ran a few steps farther over the bright gree” 
grass. Then she turned to look back, her face radiant with joy: It 
certainly seemed as though she had managed to escape the forest 

But then that momentary look of delight faded, and I knew ny 
worst fears were justified. The sunlight flooding down on her was 
extinguished in an instant, and the field of green vanished: 
= dows closed in around her, and what should have been O 
bright world beyond became the dark depths of the forest aa 
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In reality, she had never left at all—this horrible forest had simply 
slowed her to think she had, for the briefest of moments. Her 
pun this way and that as she fought to understand what was 


head $ 
and then she looked back at me. 


happening, 
The look of horror on that face made my hair stand on end. Her 


nand, which had been clutched to her mouth, fell limp at her side, 
and her eyes rolled back in her head. Her lips parted and J caught 
a glimpse of her tongue lolled at the back of her throat. Blood 
dripping from her nostrils traced lines down her cheeks. Her eyes 
got terribly wide and her hands reached up to close around her 
throat. And then she began to repeat her own name over and over. 
“Hejdanatt, Hejdanatt, Hejdanatt, Hejdanatt.” 

Even after she floated up among the branches, she continued to 
say it. “Hejdanatt, Hejdanatt...” But when her arms and legs had 
been torn away, her torso ripped in two, her neck spun violently 
and her head twisted off, she at last fell silent. 

The head sailed away to the center of the forest, and the rest of 
her, having fallen to the ground, reformed itself—two arms, two 
legs, hips, and torso—to follow. But I was quicker; I fell upon the 
Pieces and held them fast. 

Id realized I wouldn't be able to get out of the forest. It had let 
us hope we could escape, only to draw us back in. There was no 
ri to think it would ever let me out. So I gave up. 1 would go 

i es Olle instead; I owed that much to my dear brother. 
ii: ne a © find him? It seemed logical that he would be 
ae a res Bf the others had gone, where the severed pieces 

ih i to jon the flying heads and torsos. 
arms ~s < Hejdanatt’s back, where it floated Eeeaene her 

: eed Hs a ghastly place to sit, with blood oozing nan 

ve ne * and arms and waist, but I had no other options. 

ould never keep up with her head, but as I knew all 
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too well, these pieces of her body would move through ee 
with amazing speed. Ores, 
Clutching my gruesome mount, I sped deep into the he 
the forest. The green grew darker and darker until it wa, ne of 
pitch black, until the forest itself became an impenetrable he Os 
The limbs of the fir trees were piled up above me, and all — 
of the sky and sunlight had vanished. There were no animal, ace 
birds or insects, nor even any plants other than the fire ~thes 


trees that seemed to have such a seething hatred for chi ae 
There were no more voices here, no sound at all. 
How deep could the forest be? How far was I going? Outside 
the sun would be shining, the day still warm, but around me i 
was darkness. I could no longer distinguish one tree from another. 
Hejdanatt’s headless body seemed to know the way though. » 
But then as we rushed on through the forest, the silence was 


broken, the patter of Hejdanatt’s hands and feet turning int 
) Pp J g into a 


new song. 


The last one, the last, but you get the best! 

You'll suffer the most, hurt more than the rest! 

More pain and more sorrow, more suffering and sting, 
But slowly, so slowly, youll die—that'’s the thing! 
The last one, the last, the last one to go! 

But what is your name? I'm anxious to know! 

So tell me, do tell me, and then if you will, 

I'll wait just a moment, be slow to the kill! 
And even the pain—I may make it less. 

But still in the end, you'll die like the rest. A 
IM kill you, Ml Rill you, the last one to go! 

IU Rill you, TU Rill you, though ever so slow! 

Your legs and your arms and your head I'll pluck out. 


OTARO MALO 


Your guts will come tumbling, will pour from the spout! 
S0 slowly, 50 slowly, I'll watch as you perish! 

Laughing and dancing—the moment I'll cherish! 

So pleasant! So painfull Ill watch as you die! 

So die, die, die, die, die, die, DIE! 

With my hands holding tight to Hejdanatt’s shoulders, I 
couldn't cover my €ars. I thought about trying to block out the 
song with my own voice, but I had no idea what would come out 
of my mouth. I could only clench my teeth and listen. 

Fora long time, Hejdanatt’s body ran straight ahead, deeper into 
the forest, but then it abruptly began to veer off, making a long, 
gradual curve to the right. Eventually I realized that Hejdanatt—or 
what was left of her—was making clockwise circuits. One lap. ..two. 
And still she ran on. Three, then four laps, but as we were beginning 
the fifth, I began to see that the circle was slowly shrinking in 
diameter. The trees we had passed on the inside the last time around 
were now moving past us on the outside. The body was tracing a 
great vortex—but what was waiting for me at the center? _ 

I squinted toward the spot where our spiral was converging, 
where my ride would end, but it was still a good way off, and I 


couldn’ ‘6 
nt see for the trees. Hejdanatt’s footsteps—and handsteps— 


Were repeari 
Peating the same word over and over now. 


Die dia ats x. % 
"9 die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die, die! 
Th 


i © circles Were 
Med ff, 
f °m the headless back. I hit the ground and rolled for a 


°W yard 
Suntil T st 
thro * Struck a tree trunk. The blow sent a wave of pain 


82 my sho; | 
KRnorin moe but I couldn't cry out, couldn't even groan. 
nyury as best I could, I scrambled to my feet and 


gtowing tighter and faster, and so at last I | 
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began walking toward the center of the oe al Heidanay 
body had been tracing. It bho sO eS at couldn’: he 
to avoid the fir branches, which struck me in the Fes de ie 
again, but I soon learned to move slowly, holding both etd. ; 


Ut 
in front of me. 


Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Diet 
1é. . . 


Hejdanatt’s racing steps—and the song with them. 
behind me and receded to the far side of the circle. ] igno 
and walked on. 

Every time my foot tread on a dried branch or struck a root, 
heart skipped a beat. I had the terrible feeling I might be Stepping 
on Nulla or Inte, Adju or Nej, whose bodies had flown here to 
the heart of the forest. If that happened, I was sure I wouldn't be 
able to keep myself from screaming or from begging forgiveness 
from the body of my dead friend. But just as surely, if I did, my 
voice would turn into my own name and I would suffer that slow, 
painful death that the song of Hejdanatt’s footsteps had promised. 

My whole body was trembling, but I kept on my course to the 
center of the spiral. I knew somehow that I had to see whatever 
it was that I would find there; and, too, I was all but certain I 
would find Olle, most likely in the same state as the others—arms 
and legs and even head tipped from his body. The prospect was 
frightening, and I was sure I'd scream—and immediately suffer a 
fate like Olle’s or perhaps still worse. 

But what did it matter? I'd come here to find him, and if] could 
just manage to do that, then I didn’t care what happened afterwards. 

. Suddenly I was brought up short. What was that? In the 
sistant, among all the enormous fir trees, in exactly the spot for 
which I was heading, 'I could make out a more slender tree tht 


~~ Passed 
Ted them 


ay 
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S peared to be moving in an odd fashion, The limbs we eas 
pack and forth, up and down, quite at random, while the ying 
-wisted ground and around. 

But I quickly realized it wasn’t a fir tree at all. 

It was so dark that I couldn't be sure until was very close, but 
it clearly was not a tree. It looked like a person—a very oddly 
shaped person. Or perhaps “person” wasn’t the tight word. It had 
a single torso, from which a great many arms were growing, and 
both the.torso and the legs below were extremely long and thin. It 
appeared as though the legs had been cobbled together by taking 
the severed sections of many different legs and stacking them 
one on top of the other; and the torso, too, consisted of lots of 
trunks and hips piled together to achieve this great length, this 
one elongated body. . 

The body and arms resembled an enormous, upright, disgusting 
centipede, but when you added the long legs it took on human 
form. What’s more, there was a head on top of all this. 

But when I looked up at it, I nearly fainted before I could even 
scream. The head, like the rest of the creature, consisted of many 
different heads all mashed together, each one with a face looking 
out, and on each face was a different expression. 

My body froze with terror. 

Surely this must be the Monster of the Forest. And yet its body 
‘ppeared to have been made from the bodies of my friends. 


trunk 


My horror came from this realization, the knowledge that 


= Inte and Adju and Nej were somewhere in there, a 
Fal ae ia all part of the RnOUSteCD neee a2 perhaps most 
Somehow ; ¢ thought cos I was now willing to join them as well. 
Nonster e eae felt it would be easier to become a part of the 

ut that ae oo to remain out here, alone and terriice 7 
asnt true! Surely Nulla and the others hadn't gone 
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» their fate. As my eyes wandered from one face t 
another, 1 could see that nearly all of ther bes € twisted With Pain 
The monster must have taken the enicre into its body ang i 
now slowly killing them. Slowly, painfully, gr adually killing them 

No! I couldn't let it catch me! I made a decision: I woulq Be 
the monster down instead. I would save those children—~y 
friends!—suffering there inside. 

But how? I was just a young girl with no weapons. Not " 
mention the fact that I was petrified with fear, almost unable 
breathe. What could I possibly do? 

I hadn’t the faintest idea. 

My own impotence made we want to cry. Everyone in the 


happily t 


village and at school had always told me how steady and reliable 
I was—and I’d even come to think of myself that way. But here 
in this forest, face to face with this monster, I had come to realize 


that I was just a child like the others, foolish and powerless and 
destined to die. 


Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! 


Hejdanatt’s body passed behind me again. It wouldn't be long 
before it reached the monster and Hejdanatt, too, would join 


the others. But as I watched her pass, I suddenly heard a voice 
behind me. 


. “Kerstin!” 


Someone was calling my name 
: €K. = ” , 
erstin! 


I fumed to look at the monster and saw Hejdanatt’s pale face 
there in the midst of the others. The lines of blood had dried 


her i 
: cheeks, and she was staring straight at me. 
Kerstin!” 
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1 wanted to call back, to tell her I was here, but I was too 


. htened- 
fie ta! Get on my body!” she cried. 


I hesitated. Why did she want me to get back on? And how 
yid J? She was running too fast. 
But she called again. “Kerstin! Get on!” And this time it was 
just 28 her body was passing me. 


piel Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! 
1e. " 


It was impossible—my arms and legs were frozen with fear. 

“Don't give up, Kerstin!” 

Another voice was calling. I looked back at the monster and 
could see Nulla’s face right near Hejdanatt’s. 

“Kerstin! Get on Hejdanatt’s body!” Inte was there too. 

“Kerstin!” “Kerstin!” Adju and Nej as well. 

“Now!” 


So I did what I'd thought was impossible: I jumped on her back 
as it charged by. 


Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! 


Iclung on desperately to keep from being thrown as we raced 
at breakneck speed, my eyes fixed on the monster at the center 
of our ever-tightening circles. I could feel tears welling up in my 
tyes. My dear, dear friends were there, inside that hateful beast, 
“nd the body of my sweet Hejdanatt would soon be part of it too. 
eas OF a few more laps, we finally arrived at the monster’s 

clung : ae idea what would happen now, but I steeled myself as 
‘ ejdanatt’s back 
Comer” a 
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Hejdanatt’s voice was eae from eee And with that, he. 
body jumped onto the monster's leg and began clambering ee 
was doing my best to stay on, but without a head there Ws lit 
to cling to and I felt myself Sipping off. 

“Fold on, Kerstin!” Hejdanatt’s head called. 

I wrapped my arms around her waist and held on fo; de 
When we had climbed to the monster’s body, a great many hang, 
came reaching toward me. I wanted to cry out, but just as a 
hand was about to grab me another one appeared to fend it off 

“Don't worry, Kerstin! Pll protect you!” It was Inte’s Voice, and 


ar life, 


it must have been his hand that had defended me just now, 

“T will too!” This was Nulla, calling from above, and this time 
when another hand reached out to take hold of me, there Were 
two hands to brush it away. With their help, Hejdanatt’s body was 
able to reach the top of the monster’s torso. When we had climbed 
above the spot where Nulla’s and Inte’s hands were attached, we 
came to Adju’s and Nes, and they helped us in the same way. 

Thank you, Adju! Thank you, Ne}! 

I still had no idea what I was going to do, but I was somehow 
sure I was doing what I had to do. I knew, of course, because my 
dear friends thought it was important enough to be helping me 
like this. 

Dodging the last of the grasping arms, Hejdanatt’s body leapt 
up and held fast to the enormous head. Then, using the childrens 


mouths and nostrils as finger- and toeholds, it continued to climb. 
“Kerstin, thank you!” 


“Just a little farther, Kerstin!” 
“Kerstin!” 


4 e 
“Kerstin!” 


ce, 
As I clung to Hejdanatt’s back, we passed very neat Het - io 
as well as Nulla’s, Inte’s, Adju’s, and Nej’s, but as I leaned 0” 
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ive each of them a kiss, we reached the top of the monster’ 
Though the view from this height was dizzying, ee es 
up, the branches of the evil trees still loomed high over us ne - 
canopy of the forest was far above, : 
But what should I do now? How was | going to bring down 
the monster? 


“Kerstin!” 

This time it was a new voice, a familiar voice! I climbed off of 
Hejdanatt’s back and stood on top of the head. At my feet was 
Olle’s face! My dear brother! 

“Olle!” I was about to cry out, but I held my tongue. 

“Dont cry, Kerstin! You mustn't cry!” 

But how can I not? I wanted to ask him. 

Olle’s pain and suffering were written on his face. It was hard 
to believe that it was the same Olle, the boy who was always so 
quick to laugh, who always had a joke at the ready. 

“Kerstin, you have to get inside the monster’s head now,” he 
said, though I had no idea what that could mean or how I would 
accomplish it. “Quickly, get inside the head and swallow the 
monster!” 

Inside? Swallow the monster? If I got inside its head, wouldn't 
that mean it was eating me rather than the other way around? | 
stood there crying and shaking my head in confusion until Olle 
spoke up again. 

‘Don't worry, Kerstin,” he said. “When you get into his head, 
youll be able to swallow him up.” 

‘i still made no sense. How was I going to eat this monster? 

Kerstin!” 

: oe desperately to ask how to do what he was asking, but 

Just as well that I had to keep quiet. What a horrible fate 


172 


ASURA GIRL 


for a girl like me to be unable to speak! 
But at last I got control of myself, wiped away my t 
mouthed my question to Olle’s face. 7 
How? 
“I ike this!” he said, and then he opened his mouth as y; 
he could. At almost the same instant, Hejdanatt’s body, ea as 
been waiting behind me, jumped up and pressed my ire had 
into Olle’s gaping mouth. own 
His face, lodged there at the very top of the monster's head 
me up and swallowed me down. eo 


ars, and 


Round—and—Rovnd Devil 


Tm starvED. 7-Eleven's a long way off. La di da di da da da... 

“Hey, old woman, got anything to eat?” 

«Hungry? PU make you something.» 

“Make me something?—I’m hungry now!” 

«Patience, patience. Let’s see what we have.» 

“Well, be quick about it! ll beat the shit out of you if you 
dawdle around, fucking old woman.” 


«Patience, patience...» 


“So where is it?” 
«I’m afraid we're out of rice.» 
“Wh . 5 ? b>” 
0 gives a fuck what we’re out of! Wheres my grub: 

) 

a M sorry, but you...» 
Don't call me ‘you’! It’s ‘Mr. Hideo,’ bitch.” 

> 

al ™ sorry, Mr. Hideo.» 
€ you making fun of me?” I'll post it on Voice of Heaven, 
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bitch! “You're a fucking housewife! It’s your, job to make sia 

Who needs people who cant pull fies weight? Ly] es er! 
into an animal—like the parents turned into pigs in § Pirited an 
My mom, the fat pig. . yy. 

And she clams up the minute I say anything—now ee 
just fucked. Fucking annoying’s what she is! Can't stand A a 
tiptoeing around. Die, you fat pig! 

“Hey, you! Get your ass moving or I'll kill you. Al] vail di 
stuff your face, then there’s nothing for me, nothing for Mr Hides 


” 
! 


to eat 
«I’m so sorry.» 
“Shit! So go out and get something! Curry—that’s what I want, 


nice and spicy. If you're not back in ten seconds, I'll take it out of 
your hide. Pll beat the crap out of you, an extra socko for every 
second over ten.” 

«No, please.» 

'“No whining! On your mark, get set, go!” 

«Wait...» 

“One, two...” 

Get busy, you fucking pig! Or fuck off and die! Better yet, get 
me some curry and then fuck off and die! 

“Five, six...” 

Useless fucking pig! 

“Nine, ten!” 

One ass-kicking coming right up! La di da di DA! 

Whoa! Ashtray landed right back o’ the bitch’s head! 
shit everywhere! Least it got her out the fuckin’ door. Bitch dr 
even know she’s a woman anymore. Fuckin’ worst-case a 
Regular fucking Cinderella. Something fucked about that: 
mom's Cinderella.” Fucking crazy, that is. 


And I’m s¢i/7 hungry as hell. 


Ash and 
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Atrue royal bitch pain. Must at least be some cup ramen round 
here somewhere. , 

Fuck me! Not one! Fucking unbelievable! Som ethin 
fucked about a house doesn't have even one fucking 
Fucking wob elievable. 

Curry? Maybe I should've told her to get something else, 

Cup noodles! Shit, now I want cup noodles! Still. curry. ..? 
Probably better for you anyway. 

But sfit ’'m hungry! 

Shit, I’m so fucking hungry I'd eat ay fuckin thing at this point. 

Ping! : 

Better check Voice of Heaven. 

La di da di da di da di la di da di da di da. La di shit-for-brains 
di da di da di da. 

Lots of new shit! 


God’s Court now in session. Defendant: Round-and- 


& weirdly 
cup ramen. 


Round Devil. Day Five. 
| God's watching. The Round-and-Round Devil used to 





kill little kitties & puppies. Now he kills people. 
So the verdict is the death penalty. 
God has spoken. Kill yourself now! 
Clueless assholes. 
The whole Chofu Armageddon was pointless. 
No, it had a perfectly good point: it was a fucking 
Fucking lot of fun to watch from a safe distance while a bunch of 
assholes beat the shit out of each other. | 
Five middle school kids were killed in the Armageddon, 


lot of fun. 


-and- 
but turns out they were all innocent—no Round-an 


d 
Round among them. Now God’s guilty instead. God shoul 


die too, 


Don’t worry, he’s dying. 
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If there were a real God, he would never have 1 
et 


armageddon happen-or let the Round-and-Roung Devi} 
live. 
The Round-and-Round Devil is the new God! 

Right you are! I am the new God! Heh heh heh hi hi! 

Log on, Monster Man. What have you got to Say fo, 
yourself? 

Nothing quite yet. Be patient. 

I’m busy cutting up Child Four, no time to Post, 
And planning for Child Five, and Six. Busy, busy, 4 
monster’s work is never done. I’d love to £Lollow yv of 
H but I don’t have time now.@ 

Oh, I’m following all right, you fake fuck. 

And you can bet I'd do Four and Five if could find them here 
in Chofu. Who doesn’t like a challenge? You bet your ass I'd do 
them. But you really can’t improvise when it comes to killing kids, 
Rush things and it gets all fucked up. Still, it leaves a bad taste in 
your mouth, ending like that with the one still alive. I just need 
one more chance. 

But probably not right now. Looks like Armageddon's over, 
So no cover—and another body would stit things up, get them 
searching house to house. Way too risky. 

But fuck, what to do about all this nervous energy? 

La di da di da di da... 

Shit! ’m hungry. Where the fuck is that woman? 

Maybe I should post after all, something like: Live from the 
Yoshiba funeral, victims of the Round-and-Round. Nam 
Amida Butsu, Namu Amida Butsu. 

Better I say the prayers than some idiot priest. Achieve nirvalt, 
and’ that’s an order! Can’t quite believe the husband died too. But 


it's “his funeral,” as they say. A damn shame, but I supp°S ‘ 
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yre the kind’s going to commit suicide, you'll do it eventuall 

ure. 

: matter what else happens. Just hope he doesn’t end up ed 
0 ae 

on me. This is a 2o-curse zone, thank you very much! . 


a hex abuu, Nanmaidabuu. Shit. 


Nanmaid 
1 SO hungry I can't fucking stand it! 


FUCK the old lady! 

Death to fucking old ladies! Death! Death! Death! 

Pork cutlet cur-ry, poooork cutlet cur-ry, pooooork cutlet cur- 
ry, hip hip hooray! Lot of good it does me to cheer—I still haven't 
got any. Go, pork cutlet cur-ry! Get a hit! 

Curry, curry, curry, curry! Cuuuuurry, curry. Hot curry! 

Fuck. 

Wha? Back at last, you dumb bitch? Trying to starve me to 
death? 

Curry, curry, curry, curry! 

What the fuck? That’s just the shit you get at the convenience 
store. 

“What the fuck is that? I told you to get pork cutlet curry and 
you come back with this shit.” 

«What? Oh dear, you're right. I’m sorry. I'll go back and change 
it for the right kind.» 

“Don't be an idiot. Hand it over. I’ll eat this while you go back 
and get the pork cutlet curry.” 

«Oh dear, can you really eat that much?» 

"Can I really eat that much? I’m fucking starved, bitch.” 

“ail tight then, I understand. You don't have to shout.» 
as you shut the fuck up? You haven't heard shit if you think 

’ shouting. Uuuwwwaaaaaaah! Kkkkyyaaaaaaaah!” 

“Al right, Mr. Hideo. Please calm down!» 

Mins up, bitch! Just go get the curry.. But wait a second.. 
don't go anywhere...hold still... There it is, by the 


.dont 
door, 
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left! Spin it all around, Round-and-Round, one, two, and three 
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ke. There...okay, here we go! Kapow! My Cal 


lass bro act; 
nee Kick for the little lady who fucked up the CUTTY buyp C 


Whoaaa bitch! There you go! Little pe aren't we? Anything 
broken? Maybe you ought to be taking calcium. Or not. Wh, 


ateve;, 
Get the calcium and die for all I care. But after you get me th, 


cutlet curry. 

Shit I'm hungry. Curry, curry, curry, curry. Curry burry, furry 

Whoaaah! Not bad! In fact, fucking deeelicious! Worth Waitin 
for even without the cutlet. But I guess everything taste, Z00d 
when you're this hungry. Hunger’s the best seasoning. 

Yum yum yum! 

Don’t think there’s enough. 

What the?...all gone! Heh? That really wasn’t enough. My 
stomach’s still empty—glad I told the old bag to get the cutlet curry, 

So here I am, just sitting around, looking forward to my cutlet 
curry. Cutlet, cutlet, cutlet, cutlet...curry! Fufufufufufufufufufofy 
fufufuuuufu! 

The Round-and-Round Devil would very much like some 
curry, if you would be so kind. Guru, guru, boil and bubble, guru, 
guru curry! So you shake it to the right, and you shake it to the 
Round-and-Round, spin! 

Abhh. Oh well, guess I got full waiting for the bitch to come 


back. But that means a little extra penalty for the old lady, another 
Round-and-Round Kick! 


Ah! She’s back. Shit, she’s slow. But nothing a little time in the 
penalty box won't fix. World o Hurt. | 

‘Hey! Old lady! You're late.” 

«I'm sorry. Th 


ey didn’t have cutlet curry at the 7-Eleven dow? 
the street,» \ 
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“Then you should he run all the way to where they did hay 
j_ Looks tome like you ve been out for a wall Anyway, dite 
<a dthere and looks stupid, hand it over! Then Stand over there, 
and look gtapic. ; | 

Cops, still havent choreographed my Round- 
Oh well. 

“Take this, bitch!” 

Whoa! More blood from the old bitch’s head. Whatever. 

How’ bout that cutlet curry? 

Shit, that’s good! But can’t finish it, 

Guess I’ll leave some for later. 

Ah, I’m full. That’s enough. 

Okay then, what next? Can't stay shut up in here all the time 
like those shut-in shitheads. Must be some manga or something 
hitting the stands today. 

Ah, yes! The Yoshiba guy’s funeral. An excellent plan! 

Pll go and pay my respects. 

Well, not “respects” exactly. More like “ast respects,” except I 
didn't respect ‘em much. But whatever. I’ll just go have a look. 


"Yo! Heh! Your Hagness! Where’s the getup I wore when 
Grampa died>” 


and-Round Kick. 


«What?...Oh, yes...we've still got it. Where are you going?» 

“Where else would I be going in that thing? To a funeral—fu- 
he-rall—you idiot!” 

«The Yoshiba funeral? Did you have something to do with 
that?,, : 

“Of course not. I’m just going to have a look.” 

«You don't just go have a look at a funeral.» 

“Shut your trap, Mommy Dearest, or I'll be going to have a 
look at your funeral.” | 

“Have you got the offering?» 
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“Offering? What the fuck?” 

«When you go to a funeral, you have to take an offering , 

“You mean like your own incense or something» 

«No, no. Don’t you know anything? An offering of Money, tg 
help with the expenses.» 3 

“PEE 

«Do you have any money?» 

“Not a yen. But ’'m sure you can fix that.” 

«All right, hold on a minute.» 

“So how much are you supposed to give?” 

«I’m not sure. 1 suppose about five thousand yen.» 

“Serious? Seems pretty steep.” 

«Yes, but funerals are expensive.» 

“A whole lot of people came when Grampa died. If they all 
forked over five thousand, you made out like a bandit.” 

«But most of it went for the expenses.» 

Shit! Now chere’ a plan! Stick it to my aunt and her family, send 
them all off to meet their Buddha, and abscond with the funeral 
offerings. Might even be able to pin the whole thing on foreigners 
if I played it right. 

Why would anybody Japanese kill an entire family? It had to be 
outsiders. They always jump to conclusions. Why would any adult 
kill cats and dogs and little kids? It had to be another kid. Must be 
a middle school kid, in fact. Bunch of one-track minds. I guess that 
Sakakibara thing where that kid killed those other kids, and that 
other kid in Tottori who killed three whole families—guess those 
had a big effect on people. Still... 

«Here’s the money. I put it in the right kind of envelope” 

“Will you look at that?” 

«And the suit’s upstairs, in the closet in Grampa’s old room” 


“Got it. Thanks.” 
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you gotta be kidding me—she really did 
think [’ll just subtract three—no, four. 
here: oa! This old suit stinks! Can't go around 
otal Old lady needs to get some of those 


put five thousand in 


smelling like 
new odorless 


ones. ++ : be th h i 
ifit’s going to be that muc of a pain, maybe I won't even go. 


The Round-and-Round Devil regrets to inform you he will 
not be attending... 

Babbabbarabba! Goronnbo! 

Babbabbarabba! Hidenbo! 

Tales of Detective Hidenbo, Chapter Three: Hidenbo Goes to 
the Funeral. Sure is hot, isn’t it, Detective Hidenbo? You can say that 
again, Officer Turd. This black suit’s gonna be pretty uncomfortable 
on a day like this. You can say that again. Who even wants to go toa 
funeral in this heat? But I don’t see how we can come right out and 
say that, can we, Detective? I suppose not, but that doesn’t change the 
jact Id rather be sipping ice coffee in some café. I’m with you there, 
Detective, but you can’t sound quite so selfish. You can have all 
the ice coffee you want afterward. No foolin’? No foolin.’ Nice and 
icy? All the ice you want, ice cream for all I care. Just as long as it’s 
cold. I love it cold. 1s that right? To tell the truth, my cock’ pretty cold, 
leastwise it’ always givin’ the cold shoulder to some dame or another. 
What are you talking about? Hor’s better than cold when it comes to 
cocks. Really? Then could ‘you use that warm mouth of yours to heat up 
"cold cock, Hidenbo? Ughhhhh! He he he! Hold on! 

Whoa! That’s a whole lot of police. I get it though—they just got 
me Armageddon but they’re worried the V of H guys are going 
Ow up—but they never will now, not with this many cops. 

Yoshiba Funeral o 

" ies Will you look at this crowd! Too many mourners, ae 
fast I won't stand out. And it would never occur-to any 0 
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them that Mr. Round-and-Round would show up here. He 


hee. 
Ah, here we are. 
I guess you're supposed to bow. 
And say something like “I'm very sorry for your loss,” Sahni si 


“l’m very sorry for your loss.” Bow and...bow. 
«Would you please sign the guest book?» 
Hideo Ozaki, Chofu City, Chofugaoka. I suppose they'd get 

all bent out of shape if I signed as the Round-and-Roung Devi 
Bet they'd beat me to a pulp even if I told them it was only a joke 
Pretty scary spot for little old me. Yea, though I walk through the 
valley...and all that. Still, it’s kind of interesting at the same time. 
What would happen if I wrote my name and made a run for it? 
I could probably get away... Nah, maybe not. They’d probably get 
me. Reporters snapping my picture, and all these cops... Think ]’l| 
just leave my little envelope and go. 

Sure is a lot fancier than Grampa’s funeral. They must be 
getting a lot of offerings, but then I suppose it costs every yen of it 
to put on a spread like this. Bet the media’s paying something for. 
the rights to the story. They pay for any old interview these days— 
probably a pretty good racket. You could even sell souvenirs to 2 
mob like this—“Step right up! Get your Yoshiba Funeral Coffee 
Mugs! Right over here!” Bunch of fucking hypocrites, every 
last one of them—and the ones pretending to cry are the worst 
bastards. Why should they be crying? They aren't dead, Yoshiba 
is—and that’s no skin off zheir noses. Why should they be 50009 
sad? And why should so many of them have turned out for this 
little get-together? I doubt they saw much of Yoshiba before he 
Kicked the bucket, Maybe passed him once or twice a week in the 
street—at most. Some of these suckers didn't see him once cil 
I bet. Some of them probably hadn't seen him since high schoo! 
So why should they be so bent out of shape knowing they'll pe 
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him 2g ain? The family—they’re the only ones who're real} 
‘ and they're probably mostly wondering what they’re te 
sa i now that the breadwinner’s gone a : 
to 


nd abandoned them, 
Wondering how long they can get by on t 


he money in all those 
rittle loot bags. Oops, I mean offering envelopes. I’m not used to 


the lingo. Well, I hate to tell you, but there’s only a thousand yen 
in mine—though I’m sure it holds five thousand yen worth of 
sympathy. .. 

Oh, there’s his wife. Now she can cry all she wants—she’s no 
hypocrite. You've got real problems, honey. Not much fun from 
now on, I have to admit. Still, with both your kids and your 


husband gone, you're pretty much free to do whatever you want. 


Maybe tuck in at some all-you-can-eat smorgasbord of sucking 
off strange men. 


But now that you mention it, men really are— 

Upji. 

What? What the fuck? Who said that? Someone said 
something right behind me. 


Sounded like a woman saying “Yoji” or something. But there’s 


nobody back there. What the—I must be hearing things. Shit! 
Don't think ] ever— 


Upji. 


Whoa, not again! What the fuck’s going on? That time I’m sure 
"0 one was anywhere close. Who is that? . 

Shit! Must be some sort of auditory hallucination. This is fetal) 

cked! The Round-and-Round Devil does not have auditory 


Ucinatio ns! 


just those 
aybe it’s a ghost? But I haven't killed any women, just tho 


€€ little kids—and I suppose you could count Yoshiba, but he 
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did it for me himself. So why should a woman be beings | 
Shit, have I got a split personality or something? A wo 


: I play around with that shi man hiding 
in my brain? I know | play shit 


Uoji. Im here. Over here. I said I'm over here Us 


“Who is that? Who's ‘Yoji’?” 

T’m Hideo. 

Oops, now some guy's looking over this way, That gu 
standing next to Mrs. Yoshiba. Who is that? Probably a nephew 


or something. Or some young guy she’s banging already, Doesnt 
matter—but he sure is staring this way. At me. 

Shit! Now he’s coming over. What do you want, asshole? Keep 
away or I'll kill you too. Don’t come over here. Don't even think 
about it. Shit, he’s really coming. 

«Can I help you with something?» 


Uoji. 
“Yaaaa!” 


«Are you okay? Is something wrong?» 
Upji. It's me. 
“But who the hell is “Yoji’?!” 


«Please keep your voice down! I’m Yoji Kaneda. Are you feeling 
sick? Why don't you'sit down over here?» 

“What? Oh, okay.” 

So this is Yoji. 
~ Upji. 

What?! Do I know this guy? 

“Do I know you?” 


«I’m not sure. Could you tell me your name?» 
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ell him my name? 


“No.” 
This is getting spooky. Time to split. 


Uo}. 

What?! Now there’s another weird guy coming over. Some sort 
of nerd. 

«Wait, please.» 

“What do you want?” 

Creepy guy! Why is he looking at me like that? Is he gay or 
something? Wants to suck me off? Or me to suck him? 

«Aha ha ha ha ha! What are you doing here?» 

What's he laughing at? What a creep! I don’t get it. Does he 
know who I am? Who is 4e? Shaggy-haired fatso! 

“Who are you?” 

«Oh, I'm sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Tansetsu 
Sakurazuki.» 

Tansetsu Sakurazuki? What kind of name is that? Sounds like 


a character in a late-night anime or some romance novel. 
Ah! Tansetsu Sakurazuki! Now I remember! 


What do you mean you remember? I’ve never met the guy. 
“SO you're here, are you? J thought youd run off somewhere. 

Yoji and I were terribly worried. But we're glad we found you. And 
must apologize for that strange voice I assume you're hearing 
inside your head.» 
Fucking tight I’m hearing it! What the fuck?! 

hat’s going on here?” 
im Not sure you'll be able to grasp the si 
= this out of the blue, but a certain girl 

nd somehow her spirit is inside you.» 


tuation, hearing about 


it we know-has gotten 
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“Wha??? A girl? What girl? Some sort of ghoul? A 

«No, she’s not dead yet, so she’s not technically 
suppose youd call her a ee ; 

“What the hell is she doing in me? 

«Well, we’re not too sure about that ourselves, but thes 
happen sometimes. At any rate, we'd like to perform rm 
exorcism now, so if you could follow me, please.» 


Shose» 
a Shost_j 


€ things 
Kind o¢ 


Follow you where? 
They're all looking this way. Don’t look at me, 
Fuck you! Fuck— 


Yoji. 

Oh shit! That voice really is coming from inside 
kind of evil spirit—this is fucking scary! 

“What do you mean ‘exorcism’>” 

«I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you could come with me to the 


clinic where the young woman is hospitalized, I’m sure we can 
clear the whole thing up in no time.» 


Sounds like a lot of bullshit to me. 

Hey, hold on just a minute. 

“Are you telling me this girl inside my head is still alive” 

«She most certainly is.» 7 

“So when you're done with this exorcism, she'll be a walking, 
talking normal girl?” 

«I expect so.» 


Hang on! That’s a whole different ballgame. When did this 
girl get inside me? Can she finger me as the Round-and-Rouné 
Devil? I don’t like the smell of this. 

“No...no...1 think I’m good just like this.” 


~ «Do you mean you're not 
Spirit?» 


YOu assholes! 


my head. Some 


dy’ 
going to give back the youns i; : 


OTARO MAIO 


«well, if she just POPP ea inside me, she must be okay with that.” 
gr’s not a matter of ‘being okay’. ..» 

Does this guy ever shut up?! 

« said Ym good, so fuck off!” 

Please don't get excited.» 

«P{| show you excited—T’ll bash your head in!” 

Then chop you up and throw you in the river! 

Huh? . 

What’s happening? What’s that on my back? 

«What should we do? Tie him up and take him to the hospital?» 

«That’s a good idea, though it might not be so easy.» 

Ah, over there! A cop! 

“Officer, officer! Over here!” 

«Please! Don’t make such a fuss, especially on a solemn occasion 
like this.» 

«Yes, please be quiet.» 


“Let me go!” 

«Relax, buddy. You're not going anywhere.» 

“Do you know who you're dealing with?” 

«Okay boys, hang on to him!» 

“Get your hands off me!” 

Got to get away! 

"No! Let me go! Let me go!” ; 

La di da di da di da. Shitbread, di di dum di dum. 

Shitty di shit, his di dum gently embrace di dum di dum the 
shitbread. Di di di dum di dum. Di di li dum. I spy with my little 
“yea loverly prize buried deep in...shi#! He he he he, ho ho ho ho, 

ahahaha. A man’s got to do what a man’s got to.. shit oh shit 
"Pon a shooting star... 


r — 
hat building over there should do... 
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And I’ve still got the four thousand in my pocket. ] zi 
it to the Yoshibas after all. Who would have thought thin 
turn out like this? Life’s funny that way. But I guess thisi 
expect. I’m free, and I can call my own shots. 

The fire escape is down! Up we go! 

I must be out of shape—feel all heavy. 

La di da di da di dum di dum di shit, shit, shit, sai 

Some guy’s coming after me, fast! He’s going to catch m 


&s Would 
Sall] can 


Cay Ot 
to.. hurry! 8 


Made it! The roof. 

Over this fence! 

No! 

Uhhhhhh! 

«Where do you think you're going? Give us back the girl!» 

“I don't know what you're talking about! I don’t know any girl!” 
«Don't lie to me!» 

“Tm telling the truth!” 

I really don't! I have no idea what’s going on! 

Pl poke your fucking eyes out! 

«Huh?» 

“You asshole!” 

Shitbread di dum di dum. The last time. For all the world’s a 


shitbread, and we'll meet again, don't know where, don’t know 
when... 


Heh! 
Choft’s a great big beautiful place! 


Look at all those people down there. Try not to land on any of 
them. 


Shit! I didn’t think I would die before the old lady. 


Yoji. 


O 
TARO MAI 
O 


youre still here 
‘Would have liked | 
se ; ed to leave this w 
wish Ta a - orld j 
time to fini i 
inish my Asu i: 
ra Man zs 
’ the lit 
tle B 
uddha 


{ was $' i V 
to ake ou T 
t of those kid 
n s 
oing, ould ha 
e been 
a 


statue like t 
he world has ne 
Ver § 
een! 


Ob well. T 
._ The Ro 
und- 
and-Round will 
now 
perform 
his 


patented quad 
ruple s 
O 
mersault in th 
e laid 
-out 
positi 
ion 
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Wuat am I> How did the monster inside m 
into the Round-and-Round Devil? What’s th 
Round-and-Round and me? 


The Round- 


and-Round is a different person, but somehow, 
metaphorically speaking, he’s also another me. I’m a woman and 
he’s a man, but that’s the difference of just one sex chromosome. It 
doesn't amount to much. These days you've got men who like men 
and women who like women, people who feel like women living 
™ mens bodies, and vice versa. You've got fairies and dykes and 
848 and homog and lesbians—and on top of that you've got half 
the People faking it, When it’s all shat confused, no one’s going to 
aie the Round-and-Round’s a man and I’m a woman. Come 
7 is It, it’s not a bad analogy—you can’t tell the difference 
ni men and women anymore, just like the Rouric-and” 
: | 

ce cant tell who’s who between the poe zs ee cone 
ere I leave off and he starts. It’s almost like we're the 


e get plugged right 
e link between the 


ou 
fgy 


196 


ASURA GIRL 


same person—which may be naa papel than you think these 
days, now that we're all reading on other's thoughts online all 
the time. Kind of screws with the idea of the individual—ong bi 
group consciousness, like all those people on V of H following 
everything we do. 

I guess you get all those creeps together inside one head and 
you actually make a monster. 

And then there’s the monster made out of pieces of all those 
kids in that dark forest inside me. Totally scary, stealing sounds and 
voices and doing all that evil shit. That was made by chopping up 
me and the Round-and-Round and a whole bunch of other kids 
and sticking us all together. I suppose it’s still in there, chopping 
up more people and slapping them on to make itself even bigger, 
When you get so much bad karma together, something pretty 
monstrous happens. Like Armageddon. 

So I guess that monster makes sense in a way, metaphorically 
speaking. 

And even the Round-and-Round—he might be something 
that was already inside me. 

I’m one single person, but I’ve got all of these different 
personalities and voices inside me. And that monster that took 
them and turned them all into those terrible songs...that was 
just me too. Which means—I’m just guessing here—that the way 
it looked, that awful crammed-together body, was somehow an 
image of something deep inside me, some fundamental core. Like 
my “ego” or something? Who knows? Or maybe it’s more like... 


I'm somewhere deep inside myself in that dark forest and Tm 


sucking up all those people, all the ones inside of me, and cutting 
them up and incorporating them into myself, making them si 
of me and making myself bigger and bigger. Maybe that’s it: 1™ 


the monster. But ] bet it’s probably the same for everybody—W° : 
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monster inside, in our own dark forest, 


got “pole lot of other people. 
a 


we probably aes © feed on others to make our 
inner monster ee orest inside a it’s all-powerful, but 
al wants is to be ri y oe on t se outside. And maybe 
iy poundaries between those iss arent always as clear as you 
~riok. Maybe some people have special powers that 
and g0 from one to another whenever they want. 

Tansetsu Sakurazuki. That pale, chubby, shaggy geek, Maybe 
he couldn't exactly come right into my forest, but once I was there, 
he managed to reach in and grab me. And all the weird stuff that 
happened to me on the way to the forest—al] that must have 
been inside me as well. I mean, how likely is it that youd escape 
from a hammer-swinging classmate and run into a bunch of TV 
celebrities, then get on the wrong train and end up being chased by 
the Mafia? All that must have been my imagination. But Tansetsu 
Sakurazuki came right in and collared me there by the cliff. Pretty 
cool. And if he can do it, then there must be other people who can 
too. And if people can get in and out of these inner-self places, 
that means there must be paths of some sort leading back and 
forth—even if not everybody has the power to use them. Paths 
between me and ‘Tansetsu, between the Round-and-Round and 
me, between me and everybody else, between all of us. 

Not that that makes me feel any better. The point here is that 
sally ‘cary monster. I think it was probably just something 
ns me, but it might also be totally possible that it teally ansts 
re ee That out there in some real dark OteSt= net oe 
cut, pie: else—a monster is really eatenins ae ‘ ‘ 
0, aa a in Pieces, and sticking them eee : ei 
Otealled . ©, while I was wandering around in fia oe ‘ x 

© that real dark forest, and those real kids—with nam 


grubbing UP parts 


let them come 
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I invented for them—helped me battle the monster, 


Now that’s a scary thought. 

Then just suppose I really was eaten up by someone—someon, 
I just decided to call “Olle’—whose face was on top of the 
monsters head, and that the monster really did swallow me. iG 
you suppose all that, then maybe I’m still in the monster now, 
And I just havent realized it yet since I’m still living in the woy d 
of phantasms. 

But how can you tell? Am I still alive? Or did I die back there 
and it’s just taking me a really long time to realize it? Am | just 
fooling around with all these illusions until I finish dying? I don’t 
think I can tell the difference. I know I’ve been doing a lot of rea lly 
crazy stuff, but have I really been doing it?-—that’s where I’m not 
so sure. I’ve been to all these totally weird places, and now it seems 
like I’m back where I started, one complete lap—but how do I 
know I’m back? Or not? And having Tansetsu Sakurazuki around 
isn't helping anything—he’s so totally bizarre I don't know what 
he’s going to do or where we're going to go. It wouldn't surprise 
me if he suddenly looked at his watch and said he was late, late 
for a very important date, and had to be going—but that he'd take 
me with him, anywhere I wanted to go, in exchange for a pair of 
my panties, and then giggle and take my hand and tap his heels 
together and we'd fly up into the sky. Wouldn’t surprise me at all. 

I suppose if that happened, I’d just have to cope. Maybe I'd end 
up someplace in the real world but still totally lost, or maybe we'd 
go to some other world. Who knows, I might even give him a pair 
of my panties, if I felt like it. It might be worth it just to sce the 
look on his face. 

But the one place I wouldn't want to go is back to that forest. 1 
don’t care whether it was real or a total fantasy. I don't ever want 
to be that scared again. If that’s some sort of place you've goue 
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58 chrough 1 ght before you die, then I may have to ]; 
"s o 1 guess for now I’m going to beliey, 0 live 


forey, 
er, 
e ; 
things I mad — that the Monster 

2 forest were thing ace up inside me A and 


Omewhere— 
the world and I made up together. | don’t much Care wheth Ba 
ter is just another me, or whether; it’s actually son, er the 
© sort of 
OF even a thread 
Cutting up flesh- 
all the Same to me. 


ons 
idge between me and the Round-and-Roun 4 


inking all of us together. As long as it’s not really 

and-blood kids and mashing them together, it’s 
Though I guess if it’s all just stuff I made up in my head, then 

there’s 2 chance I’m not real either. “] think, 


therefore I am” 
or something like that, but if I’m somehow stuck together with 


another person and we can go back and forth like that, then how 
do I know it’s really “I” doing the “thinking”? J may think ’m 
“thinking,” but it’s possible that it’s the other guy who's really 
thinking. You may think you're thinking all you want, but if it’s 
someone else doing all that thinking, it doesn’t add up to “I am.” 
I guess. 

So no one really knows whether they even exist or not—and 
they don’t even realize they don’t know. Because they haven't been 
through all this stuff that’s been happening to me. But now I 
know. I have absolutely no idea what’s real and what’s made up, 
but at least I know that I don’t know. 

I know that the whole “I think therefore I am” thing is a pile 
of shit, but I also know there’s nothing I can do about it] can see 
) that the “I am” part is pretty sketchy, but in the end that’s ne a 
me. Shit, ’'m pretty much fine with “I’m not.” If anybody out the 
doubts my existence, I’m not putting up an argument. eae 
| And Vl tell you why: because all this stuff I’ve beet an Voit 
| Whole life of mine—living with my brother, mooning ; ae 
| ‘cling around with people other than Yoji for no B0° 


| it has been 4 
ms Meaningless fights, dying, coming back—all of it 
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hell of a lot of fun. And that feeling—that fum—is absolute 
I'm sure of it. So in the end, everything else is okay too, Its af 
okay. Not a problem. I even enjoy doubting my own existen ce. The 
ultimate purpose of life is to have fun. Even for People who dont 
think that’s what they’re aiming for, it still ends up coming firs. 
always. People who are suffering end up enjoying the suffering 
and people who are struggling /ike the struggle. Whatever; it ie 
youre doing now, you chose it on some level, and for YOu it’s the 
most fun thing there is. So maybe that’s why I totally rejected the 
monster and made the dark forest go away, because | really don’ 


like fear and pain..-which is why I’m here enjoying myself now— 
wherever here is. 


ly real, 


It’s great here. . 
Even though everything’s still as stupid as it’s always been, 


2 


In the north corner of Chofu, near the Nogawa River, there’s 
a temple called Eiganji, and in that temple is an old statue of 
Asura, dark and gloomy, with the gold leaf peeling in places. The 
statue was supposedly carved by a man named Yoshitaka Koyama, 
though there’s no way to know for sure. Anyway, this Yoshitaka 
Koyama was something of a known bad boy in these parts, and 
after doing something to totally piss off his parents, he ran away 
to the temple, and there, after various adventures, he saw the erro! 
of his ways and started carving images of the Buddha. At least 
that’s how the story goes: bad boy mends his ways and takes UP 
life as saintly artisan. 


But I have a different theory. I think his interest in Buddhe 


OCTARO MAO 


ing actually came before he had this ch 
carvi ne more like this: this Koyama is Pp 
put even he can see that Buddha 5 


so why not "Y rene yaa sana Carving turns out to be fur. 
é why not take it up full time?.. .and q full-time Buddha. ~ 

ks pretty much like a respectable guy...son 
pele ..and then it turns out it’s actu 
jving respectably...so why not just de a respectable guy? At some 
point the question of whether you really are or aren't loses its 
meaning. Anyway, that’s my theory about Koyama. 

But then I actually went to Eiganji. Which I think was the first 
time I'd ever been to a temple. And I got to thinking about what 
it would be like to actually live there—in this really, really simple 
place where you do Zen, sitting all day every day, scrubbing the 
floors and reading sutras and all, and it occurred to me you might 
really turn into a stand-up guy in a place like that, might feel like 
you had to start carving Buddhas. I mean, human beings can’t live 
without finding something enjoyable in life. 

But for some reason, this Yoshitaka Koyama ended up making 
the same Asura over and over without ever being satisfied. He 
was apparently a real pro when it came to carving other Buddhas, 
popping them out like clockwork, but he could never finish the 
Asura. The head priest kept seeing his Asuras when they were 
almost finished, and he thought they were fantastic. He would 
‘ven show up sometimes with collectors who wanted to buy them 
and were willing to pay top dollar, but Koyama would always say 
there was something wrong with the carving and immediately 
take an axe to it. The priest would be horrified, but he had no 
choice but to let him be. The rumor at the temple was that 
°yama somehow saw some link between his former wicked self 
and the Asura Statue, and since he was forever searching for a 


ange of heart. It may 
tetty much a creep of 
tatues are beautify] 


Carver 
ow the creep looks 


ally easier to make your 
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version of himself he could totally pai t, he was forever Temakj 
the statue. But I think that sort asia the point. I think they 
were right that Koyama was identifying veleh the Asura, that he 
thought of it as somehow a double of himself, but I don think 
he kept making it over because he was looking for some Perfect 
version. I think Koyama found his own special bliss in the act of 
destroying the Asura. In other words, since the Asura was him, 
by chopping it to bits again and again and again, he was actually 
obliterating himself. 
I'd go further than that. I think that deep down most People 
would be tempted to destroy themselves—as long as it didnt 
involve any real, bullet-to-the-brain kind of pain. We're Not all 
totally in love with ourselves—not by a mile. And for those of 
us who aren't, for the ones who don’t really like themselves much 
at all, destroying the self can look like a pretty decent option, 
especially if it comes with the chance of a fresh start. Lots of 
people feel there’s something missing in the self they got dealt, 
something incomplete, unripe. So what’s the point of struggling 
on with it? These folks opt for destroying the old, unsatisfactory 
self in favor of a new one. Basically, they just hit the reset button 
on life. And what about that wouldn't be great? Totally awesome. 
I suppose most of us feel that way, at least a little bit, some of the 


time. I know I do. For instance, when I was there by the cliff, and 


Yoji told me he didn't really feel “that way” about me, what did I 
do? I let go of Tansetsu’s hand. 


—because I felt for a minute that 
I wanted to die. Something inside me was tempted by the idea 
of being reborn as someone else, moving on in the great circle of 
transmigr 


rating souls. If I could have looked back at myself just 


then, I would have probably wanted to take an axe to that failed 
monster called “me.” . 


On the other hand, how do you know the new you is going 
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ont, of course. Anyway, to get back to the 


oink saw himself in the Asura because Asura himself had 
£ a bad boy at the beginning. I don't know 
Js, but apparently before he became a god he went 
aking trouble for the Buddha and generally acting out. 
omething happened; he underwent some sort of 
der the Buddha’s influence, and he became a good 


peen something . 


rsion un 
d himself. 
Never underestima 
Iknow 1 don't. Thoug 
image of Him, my own personal 
the way I like Him. 

My God doesn’t punis 
them or test them. He j 
people to achieve enlighte 


B° te the Buddha. 


hI have to admit I’ve got my own personal 
-version God—put together just 


h people like the Christian god, or scold 
ust waits, with infinite compassion, for 
nment. He’s never impatient. Time 
doesn't matter one bit to my God. Those impatient gods tend 
to make up trials and tribulations and punish you if you don't 
get them right, but my God is easygoing and optimistic, so He’s 
willing to wait, with those narrow, smiley eyes of His, until you 
have a change of heart. Just wait and wait. He knows that if He 
wae long enough, any bad boy—or bad god, for that matter— 
- eventually see the light and stop doing all that bad stuff. Just 
ra el eventually get tired of playing the same character all 
bad; a fie ais sags game, you eventually get tired of being 
it ine en you ts really tired of it, when youre fed up with 
sted Ra magne end up doing something just a little bit 
sin ie aime even a little bit good means you must 
are cn. in you, and people who have some good in them 
they may a es people Or good gods. From there, even though 
e had just a tiny little taste of the doing-good-life, 


203 


204 


ASURA GIRL 


it’s a sure bet these newly good p pe a mem Confronteg 

with the totally amazing, totally infinite compassion of my Gy d 
; that it’s actually easier to live as q good 

will zotally figure out ” Buy. 

Which is what must have ea sae Asura, more OF legs. 

Maybe. I don't really know. But let’s say it did anyway. I prefey £6 

ink it did. 

se i a this line of reasoning: Hideo Ozaki, the Round- 
and-Round Devil, killed those three Yoshiba boys—Shin’ich; 
Koji, and Yuzo—and cut them up to try to make a statue of Asura, 
Though the truth is nobody really knows whether he killed them 
because he wanted to make an Asura or whether the idea of makin 
the statue occurred to him only afer he’d killed them. Three heads 
and six arms—Koyama’s Asura had the same extra Parts. So were 
Hideo Ozaki and Yoshitaka Koyama feeling the same kinds of 
feelings when they set out to make their statues? 

In a basic sense, they were—or at least something pretty similar. 
Ozaki even started calling the statue he wanted to make “Asura 
Man.” Which is why, in the moment before he died, after he had 
jumped from the roof of that apartment house, in the instant it 
took him to fall seven stories, there was absolutely no trace of 
regret or remorse in his heart—which I know for a fact because 
we were linked together—and that was because he believed that 
by trying to make his Asura statue, he had hoped to leave the 


world a slightly better place. He was convinced his “Asura Man” 
would have been the real deal—not 
image of God, 


just a toy superman but the 


At this point, of course, I can’t help thinking about that 
monster—the one I met in the heart of the forest. He had a lot of 
faces and arms too. Wasn't he just another—totally gross—Asura? 

But if so, then I guess I was doing just what the Round-and- 
Round bie doing ‘cutting up those kids to make my own god—and 
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was even bigger than his, with more kids and more parts. I do 
min sty bad for those kids, if they’re still there in the forest. But it 
fe! make them feel a little better to know that the Round-and- 
and was working with totally dead boys. My kids were suffering 
slot, but at least they were still alive...Well shanks, Aiko! 

I guess youre right: the difference doesn’t amount to much. 

Anyway, you still have to admit that Hideo Ozaki’s basic idea— 
jo make a statue of Asura—was a good one, a good impulse... 
and the fact that he was trying to do something good means that 
“Ozaki himself had some good in him, even if it was just a little 


tiny bit. And a person who has some good in him can be said to: 


bea good person, at least in some limited way. So in some limited 
way, Ozaki was a good person. Even if he was the Round-and- 
Round Devil. 

So I would like to follow the example of my own made-up God 
and exercise great patience and totally awesome compassion... 
and forgive the Round-and-Round Devil. I would like to say that 
Teven love him. 

And I'd like to do the same for myself—forgive me, love me. 
Regardless of how stupid and selfish I’ve been, how much I’ve 
insisted on wasting this precious life, I’ve still got a few good 
Points...though I can’t think of any at the moment. Still, I’m sure 
Ihave some—at least one or two. Somewhere. Probably. 

But let’s forget about me. 

Hideo Ozaki, the Round-and-Round Devil. Pushing thirty, 
“nemployed, living with his parents, spoiled, abusive, hanging out, 
? following V of H—and all the while building up this tremendous 


st ; | 
"ss, this awful pressure. He starts looking around for a way to 


his anger and frustration, and what he sees is the terrible stuff 
ve middle school kids have been doing, these little monstrous 
“Killers—Sakakibara and the rest of them. So, half as a joke, he 
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kills a few cats, then a few dogs, and I think you can safely say th 
it’s just a short step to killing the three boys. Hideo Ozaki ; 
Round-and-Round Devil...just another bad-boy Asurz, 

So despite his really, really bad choice of materials, you Might sa 
that Ozaki himself became a good Asura when he set out to oy 
one...though you'd be ¢otally lying if you did. But maybe you could 
at least say that he was taking the very first little baby steps on 
the road to Asura-hood, or maybe that he had at least discovered 
there was such a road...or maybe that he'd noticed some vague 
signs that might have eventually led him to discovering that there 
was such a road... Anyway, for me anyway, the fact that he wanted 
to make an Asura is at the very least a sign there was some good 
somewhere in his heart... 

So, though I did hesitate for a while, in the end I told Sayaka 
Yoshiba why I thought her three boys had been cut to pieces. | 
told her that Shinichi, Koji, and Yuzo had become an Asura, 

Now of course I knew this wasn’t going to solve her problem. 
I knew she wasn't going to thank me for explaining and tell me 
it was all right now. No, I knew it was only going to make her 
even crazier with grief and anger. And I wondered why I'd been 
brought back to this world if that was the best news I’d learned 
on the other side. But I also knew that time can heal anything— 
well, most things anyway—and I had my hopes that the photos of 
the Koyama Asura that the investigators found in Hideo Ozaki’s 
apartment might actually help in the long run. He had taken 
hundreds of them—beautiful, pure pictures of the statue—and 
part of me hoped that someday, if only in a small, provisional sie 
they might give just a little comfort to Mrs. Yoshiba’s sufferiné 
soul. 

The death of her children remained completely incomp 
hensible—nothing would ever change that—but maybe therew" 
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eace tO be had in figuring out one small 

some was not far from the Yoshiba home, 
Pe almost every day. She would sit in 
goin t , and stare at it for a long time. At 
of netic’ talking to it or even scream 
ee seemed to grow calmer, the tears le 

oe Kaneda was usually there too. 

= the night of the Armageddon, as he was heading back to 
she station from my house, Yoji had found Mrs. Yoshiba, still on 
hat bench in the park. Her husband had left her and gone home, 
and she was just sitting there, staring off into space. He had tried 
to talk to her, and then he had taken her home, but when they 

| got there they found that her husband was already dead. I guess 
all hell broke loose at that point, but that was also the moment 
Yoji got my frantic, selfish phone call. So he had run out, right in 
the middle of Armageddon and the confusion at the Yoshibas’, 
to come back to my house—and there he had found me, more or 
less half dead, my head split open by Maki Saito’s hammer. Poot 


_ Yoji—too many surprises! 


Patt of the puzzle. 

and Sayaka started 
front of the image 
first she just wept 
ing. But as the days 
ss frequent. 


So he'd taken me to the hospital and stayed with me until I was 
in intensive care. I was in pretty bad shape, but I guess he knew 
he couldn't really do anything more for me, so he decided to go 
where he could do some good: back to a mother who had lost her 
three children... -and now her husband. She would need help with 
the wake and the funeral, and so he had gone back to her—which 
is how Sayaka Yoshiba took Yoji away from me. 

ometimes I show up at Eiganji too, along with Tansetsu 
Sakurazuki, He usually brings a bag packed with cups and two 
thermoses of tea—one has hot hojicha and the other, cold preci 
“4. He roasts the hojicha himself, and the green tea is some special 
i They're both pretty tasty. And he makes. these awesome 
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cakes too. Today, it was bean dumplings—soft little moch; filleg 
with yummy bean jam. Jam and mochi both homemade. I tolg his 
that if fortune-telling doesn't pan out, he could always OPEN a swees 
shop. But he said he was doing just fine, thank you very much. 

You go through the gate at Eiganji and straight ahead unt you 
reach the main hall. Inside, just to the right of the big Buddha, is 
Yoshitaka Koyama’s Asura. There, in front of it, on cushions set 
on top of these thin grass mats, which are themselves spread right 
on the cold earth floor, are Sayaka Yoshiba and my idiot friend 
Yoji. You can tell right away that the bond between them is really 
powerful—even if it’s not very old—and I have to admit that’s 
pretty hard for me to take. I mean I am still recovering from being 
half dead—and having a broken heart. So seeing them together 
makes me kind of queasy. ‘Though I know there’s nothing to be 
done about it. I’m hardly the first girl to have loved and lost. 

And I guess the truth is, these days, I’m pretty far from being 
“pretty fucking far from okay.” If that’s not too complicated. What 
I mean is, my troubles now don’t compare to the ones the girls had 
in Caged Fury. 

You can’t give up and die over a little thing like being dumped 
by Yoji. You know that now, Aiko. 

When Tansetsu and I show up at Eiganji, Mrs. Yoshiba smiles 
and gets up to greet us. She’s so calm and gentle that you could 
never imagine she’s the same woman I'd seen crying her eyes out 
and. fucking her husband’s brains out on that park bench. She's 
totally beautiful too. Scary beautiful. 

Oh well. 

That’s just the way it is. I don’t have to like it, but that does 
change anything. So be it. 

—-Yoji takes a breath and gets right up with Sayaka—wh ica 
makes me want to actually puke. 


Remain calm, Aiko. 

Cicadas are crying in the trees around the temple. Ta | 
js-cach 4 CUP and pours the hojicha. It hurts my ie oie gives 
hot tea on # hot day, but then he pours the green tea, and i ices 
the contrast makes the cool tea taste unbelievably ai eG 
realize we Ve still got the mochi cakes. They’re slightly Gi os 
have this amazing spongy texture. I could eat the whole ne 
chem, but Tansetsu gives us just one each. Maybe he thinks good 
things come in small packages, or small servings, or somethin 
{ike that. But they are sooo0o delicious, I wish he’d let me a 
more! I’m still a growing girl. But it’s one-to-a-customer, so I 
might as well give up. T’ll ask for more tea instead. 

When we're done with our snack, I realize that the Buddha 
and the Asura and the shadows haven't calmed me down much— 
in fact, the vibes I'm getting from Yoji and Mrs. Yoshiba have 
had just the opposite effect. So I decide to go for a walk around 


the temple. Tansetsu gathers up his teacups and thermoses and 


follows me out of the hall. 

We head for the cemetery. There are long rows of tombs with 
just a few trees planted between them, and the sun is intense. 
Afraid I might get sunburned, I try to hide in Tansetsu’s shadow. 
I think I’m being pretty subtle about it, but he probably knows 
what I’m up to—he’s a mind-reader, after all. It seems he recently 
started studying to be a weather forecaster as well, and now he’s 
telling me all about the wind and the clouds and the air pressure. 
Usually, nothing could bore me more, but I end up listening ge 
spite of myself. He’s so intense when he gets going about this cee 
that I almost find it interesting. There must be something to it} 
he can keep yakking on forever like that. But finally I decide vad 
tight in the first place: there’s not much interesting . aves 
and clouds and air pressure. Nothing at all, in fact. But far m 
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interesting than what he’s saying, for me, is the qw ay he er 
the way he tucks his hair behind his ears.. just like that teacher . 
TV, Kinpachi or whatever he was called. In fact, everything fs n 
him reminds me of some goofy TV character—except Tins 
even funnier! I realize it’s been a long time since [’ve laughed i 
way he makes me laugh. 

“How’s work going?” I ask. I know he’s older than 


years older, in fact—but somehow I want to sound 


like We'te 
I Wonder 


any age in 


equals. Plus, he doesn't look his age—nothing like it. 
how old he does look, and then I realize he doesn’t look 
particular. There’s really no way to tell. 

By “work” I mean the jobs he gets using his 
to contact dead people. Sayaka had hired him be 
wanted to talk to her boys. 

But when I bring up his “work,” he frowns. 

He hadn't had any luck contacting the little boys, he explains, 
They were hardly old enough to talk when they died, so when he 
tried calling them from this side, they probably didn’t understand— 
or maybe they were too little to even go to the place where other 
dead people go. He was still looking for a way to reach them, 

He didn’t mention it, but I knew he might also be having a 
cash-flow problem. He had pretty much given up his fortune- 
telling business for the time being while he was working for Mrs. 
Yoshiba, and he wouldn't be paid until he got results. It occurred 
to me that Sano’s family would probably have been willing to pay 
him for finding Sano’s body, but I decided not to mention it. 

Then, out of the blue—and I’m not sure why—I asked if he 
had a girlfriend, and he got this creepy grin on his face. “No,” he 
said, “but I’m open to suggestions.” So I cut things off right there. 


Am I ever going to find the right boyfriend? A truly fine 
boyfriend? 


psychic POwers 
cause she really 
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ize member those cliffs. The second time aroun 

fom the Round-and-Round and was swimm 
nee River Styx with all those other souls, ready to go over t es 
. ade But then up there, written in solid rock on the a oa 
; eth e-living-side cliff, was a message for me. — 


I decided to ignore it and go on, but then I heard this really 
loud voice. 

“Hey! Aiko!” 

And I looked up and there was that weird, age-free Tansetsu 
Sakurazuki, waving to me from the top of the cliff. Grinning for 
all he was worth. As though he was really, really happy to see me. 


d, after i got 


Ing upstream 






And it was the kindness in that smile that brought me back to 
this side. Or sometimes I think about the first time I was there, 
between life and death, the way he reached out and grabbed my 
collar—the look on his face, the feel of his hand. In fact, I think 
about it a lot. All the time, in fact. 

He had this really firm grip, but there was something reassuring 
about it at the same time. And his face had a lot of “character”—a 
little weird, but in a nice way. 


Shit, shit, shit! 
; Now part of me was even thinking it might be nice to do it 
with this totally weird guy. But the thing is—I like them cute. Or 
at least somewhat normal looking...like Yoji. Yoji! 
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And I’ve given that up, haven't I? Never again wil] Ido 
somebody I don't like. Didn't I promise myself that? 

The next time it’s going to be with someone I’m cra 
Someone who's crazy about me, who'll treat me right ana i 
care of me. Someone whod fight tooth and nail to ihe i 
Someone I care about, someone I love more than ation e, 
someone Id fight tooth and nail to protect. Somebody who’ is 
my heart with one look—and who would then come running B 


it With 


7Y about, 


else, 


to 
jump-start it again! 


If I could find somebody like that, it would be love at first gj h 
‘ sat, 
I'd fall totally in love with every inch of him. Not some part of 
him, or something about him, or in some certain way, but in every 
way, with every bit of him, the very core, the very essence of him. 
My heart’s jump-starter would have the kind of face that would 
pop into my head the minute | started thinking about love... 

Hold on a second. 

What is Tansetsu’s face doing popping into my head? Must 
be some kind of mistake. Maybe I just feel grateful to him for 
bringing me back from the land of the dead—maybe that’s why I 
spend so much time thinking about his geeky face. And it is sotally 
geeky—the long, straight hair down over the ears, that dopey 
look—but maybe the popping is natural enough if you factor in 
the minor detail that he saved my life. 

It couldn't be love, could it? 

And then there was still Sano. . 

He’s probably still out there, dead somewhere. I finally 
mentioned him to Tansetsu, and he got in touch with Sanos 
family. They hired him to try to find the body. Hmm. I gues 
when I think about it now, I realize that Sano was probably a httle 
bit in love with me. Maybe that’s why he was calling to me aa 
the other side. And maybe everybody kept telling me I shoul 
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ch him because they knew how he felt about 


sleeP rl who knows? 


Anyways if you really were fn — with me, then I’m sorry. 
Forgive me, eas But | really didn't like you. And don’t call me 
anymore. Dont re aon aeeeing mie to join you on the other 
side. I've decided I'm going to go on living here in this world, just 
sam, and I’ll find someone other than you...someone | really 
jike doing it with. 

Though I have no idea who it’s going to be. 

So] think Pll tell Tansetsu not to look for you. I guess you still 
kind of give me the creeps. 

Still, it’s pretty incredible to think that you could love somebody 
so much you'd call to them from beyond death, try to get them to 
join you on the other side. But if you ask me, it would have made 
more sense for him to try to get me to bring him back to the land 
of the living, to jump-start his heart. 

“What?” 

Early summer. I’m walking with Tansetsu on the jogging path 


Me, Maybe 


by the Nogawa River, thinking about everything and nothing, 
glancing over at him from time to time, when I suddenly realize 
he’s been talking to me. 

“You know, Aiko,” he had said, “you really should read more, 
and not just crappy manga. Books broaden your horizons. And 
TV and movies too. Try something new, learn about the world. 
You should start reading the newspaper, stop spending so much 
time on those worthless websites, Get out and have fun, meet 
ew people.” 

‘Tm not sure what you're getting at,” I said. : 

“What ’m trying to say is...I was there at the river, in your ae 
World, and I saw all that stuff in your jmagination—and ; ites 
“*y it, but I wasn’t too impressed. It’s a reflection of everyth : 
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you've seen and done—your whole life—and from what | Sap 
say you could use a little inner-life enrichment.” rad 
Remind me to kill him someday. 
And when he’s dead and going off to cross his 
remind me nof to save him. Though I suppose 
psychic powers like his to write on those cliffs a 


own River Styx 
you have to have 
nyway. 


The Nogawa is really narrow, and it has 
bridges going across. As we get close to the 
consider turning and crossing to the other si 
pissed off I am...but then I don't. For now 
on with Tansetsu is the right side. 


all these short little 
next one, | seriously 
de to show him how 
anyway, this side I'm 
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“Sakurazvki came flying after me ac | fell, but he looked = 

Ff totally @AROSS—¢o | Kicked his vely face in midair to Stop 
_ him from saving me. After | landed the Kick, he fell of 
behind and | lost sight of him. Fine with me? we oe 
Ra —from Acura 
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Seventeen—year—old Aiko lives a life of cacial sex and Casval 
violence, thovg h at heart che vemain¢ a school ir with an 
vnrequited crvch on her old claccmate. Yo)i Kaneda, Life ig 
abovt to got harder for Aiko, a$ a recent fling, Sano, hac 
been Kidnapped, and the <Cerial killer Rovnd—and—Rovnd Devil 7 | 
has bezun slaughtering. children. The youth are rioti in a 
the Streets, ez gcd on by the vaderg round Internet bulletin \ 
board Known a6 the Voice from Heaven. Expecti that 
Yo)i will come and save her from the madne<c, Aiko poste 

a demand for her own murder on the V of H, but will che 
be left waiting...or worse? Sige aL 
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